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ABSTRACT PAGE

Between 1969 and 2002, three American politicians (Edward Kennedy, Jimmy Carter, and
Bill Clinton) and three ordained clergymen (Jim Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart, and Cardinal
Bernard Law) m ade public confessions of wrongdoing to national audiences. These public
confessions reveal that Protestant religious culture, particularly the neoevangelical culture
of the twentieth century, had changed the expectations of many who did not consider
themselves within neoevangelicalism’s sphere of influence.
By tracing the historical
development of public confession from its medieval roots to its use in twentieth-century
entertainment programming, this dissertation shows that Protestant confessional practice
affected both secular American political discourse and American Catholic expectations.
Examination of these six confessions further shows that, in order to survive the ordeal of
public confession, leaders must identify themselves with the w eak and dispossessed, place
themselves on the right side of a holy war against evil, and give followers the power to take
part in the cleansing ritual of forgiveness. This study concludes that, by the end of the
twentieth century, Americans who were neither Protestant nor neoevangelical had
nevertheless come to expect a Protestant ritual of public confession from erring leaders,
and also dem anded a role in the task of forgiveness and restoration.
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Introduction

On the evening of August 17,1998, Bill Clinton faced the American television
viewing audience with an embarrassing admission. Despite earlier denials, he had
indeed been having sexual liasons with a White House intern twenty years his junior.
“I did have a relationship with Miss Lewinsky that was not appropriate,” he said.
“In fact, it was wrong.... I know that my public comments and my silence about this
matter gave a false impression. I misled people, including even my wife. I deeply
regret that.”
He regretted it even more in December, when the House impeached him for
perjury. But two months later, the Senate voted to acquit him. His approaches to
conservative Protestant ministers before and leading up to a White House prayer
breakfast succeeded in garnering him public expressions of support from superstar
pastors Gordon MacDonald and Tony Campolo, among others. He left office with a
65 percent approval rating, higher than any other departing president in history; five
years later, another poll found that he was not only more popular than the sitting
president but was considered more honest.1 His autobiography, released in 2004,
sold more than 400,000 copies in hardback; he won a Grammy for the audiobook

version, which he read himself. In 2006, he received several different honorary
1 CNN/USA Today/Gallup Poll, Jan. 5-7, 2001; Opinion Research Corporation Poll, May 5-7, 2006.
Archived by CNN at http://archives.cnn.eom/2001/ALLPOLITICS/stories/01/10/cnn.poll.clinton and
http://edition.cnn.com/2006/POLITICS/05/12/bush.clinton.poll/index.html.
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doctorates, as well as the Fulbright Prize for International Understanding. In that
same year, Hillary Clinton’s staff told the Atlantic Monthly that the ex-President was
encouraged to stay away from his wife’s fundraising events, since it was impossible
to keep media attention away from him and on the Senator.
Four years later, an entirely different sort of confession unfolded in front of a
much less receptive crowd o f listeners. On November 3, 2002, Cardinal Bernard Law
faced his congregation at the Cathedral of the Holy Cross and told them, “I did assign
priests who had committed sexual abuse....I acknowledge my own responsibility for
decisions which led to intense suffering....I ask forgiveness in my name and in the
name of those who served before me.” But this confession did not redeem Cardinal
Law in the eyes of either his flock or his colleagues. A public call by other priests for
Law’s resignation forced him to step down, just four weeks after his Holy Cross
confession. He also resigned his position as chairman of the board of The Catholic
University o f America, left the United States, and moved to Rome.
Taken together, Clinton’s confession and Law’s resignation signal the final
stages of a massive shift in the practice of public confession. As late as 1884,
presidential candidate Grover Cleveland could avoid publicly confessing the sexual
indiscretions that had produced an illegitimate child, and still win his election; as late
as 1926, Protestant evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson could refuse to admit to her
national audience that she had spent two weeks living in a beach bungalow with her

married sound engineer and still keep the loyalty of thousands of followers.
But by the end of the twentieth century, a wider and wider segment of the
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American public expected that sin would be followed by public contrition. The verbal
confession of sin had become first and foremost a horizontal act, a levelling device
that rebalanced the relationship between leader and followers.
Terms and definitions
The evangelical preaching of earlier centuries poured the foundation for much
of American Protestantism. However, in the early twentieth century, a vocal subset
of American Protestants announced themselves to be “fundamentalists.”
Fundamentalists were, in their own eyes, guardians of theological orthodoxy, which
they believed to be under attack from “theological modernists” within their own
denominations. In the words of fundamentalist theologian J. Gresham Machen,
“...[M]anifold as are the forms in which the movement [of theological modernism]
appears, the root of the movement is one; the many varieties of modem liberal religion
are rooted in naturalism—that is, in the denial of any entrance of the creative power of
God (as distinguished from the ordinary course of nature) in connection with the
origin o f Christianity.”2 For Machen, the willingness o f many Protestant theologians
in the late ninteeenth and early twentieth centuries to view the Bible through the lens
of archaeological and linguistic research was a “modernist” denial of the Bible’s
supernatural character; this could only lead to a fatal distortion of the central doctrines
of the Christian faith.
Fundamentalism cut across denominational barriers. Fundamentalists could be
found in almost every American Protestant denomination; to be fundamentalist was
often to join with Christians of other denominations in opposition to non
2 J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Sunday School Times, 1923), p. 2.
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fundamentalist Christians in your own.3 As I examine in greater detail in Chapter
Three, no matter what their denominational affiliation, fundamentalists gained their
name from a commitment to the five “fundamentals” of Christianity: Joel Carpenter
and George Marsden list these as the inerrancy of Scripture, the virgin birth,
substitutionary atonement, the bodily resurrection, and the authenticity of miracles.4
All of these affirmations were centered around the reality of transcendent goodness
and power, originating outside of the created order and having final authority over it.
Furthermore, the first fundamental—the inerrancy of Scripture—was the linchpin on
which the other four fundamentals rested; fundamentalism demanded not only that
Scripture be viewed as beyond human analysis by scientific methods, but also that it
be interpreted in particular and literal ways.
Fundamentalism did not go away, but a growing group of Protestant
fundamentalists, while still affirming the five fundamentals, became discontented with
the refusal of other fundamentalists to interact with sociological insights, modem
educational methods, Darwinian science, or American politics.5 By the 1940s, many
Protestant Christians who had inherited the spiritual values of fundamentalism
rejected this harsh separatist ethic. Remaining theologically conservative, these
3 Margaret Bendroth, Fundamentalism and Gender, 1875 to the Present (Yale University Press, 1994),
p. 120.
4 Joel Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The Reawakening o f American Fundamentalism (Oxford University
Press, 1997), pp. 4-6, 13-16; Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism, p. 4.
5 Elements of this argument are also found in Joel Carpenter, Revive Us Again, and Jeffrey K. Hadden
and Anson Shupe, eds., Secularization and Fundamentalism Reconsidered. Exploring the varieties of
American fundamentalism is well beyond the scope of this project, but it is worth noting that this self
isolation was never consistent. Depending on location, denominational background, age, profession,
and a host o f other factors, a fundamentalist might fulminate against “Hollywood” but still go to the
movies, or refuse to go to the movies but still watch television. A fundamentalist might reject
twentieth-centuiy science but embrace twentieth-century technology, or insist that higher education
corrupted the spirit but help found a Christian four-year college. The idea o f separation was widely
affirmed; its practical application was much debated.
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children of fundamentalism affirmed the necessity of cultural engagement, the value of
scientific thinking (within the boundaries of theological orthodoxy) and the necessity
of cultural engagement. The founding of the National Association of Evangelicals in
1942-43 signaled the growing use of the term “evangelical” to describe this branch of
Protestantism. For the purposes of this dissertation, I have chosen to use “neoevangelical” instead, to reflect the journey of evangelicalism through fundamentalism
into the present.
I have also coined the term “the new evangelical alliance” to describe the
twentieth-century phenomenon of cooperation between fundamentalism (which did
not disappear when neoevangelicalism was bom), neoevangelicalism, and
Pentecostalism. As will be seen, these three groups had major philosophical
disagreements, most centrally Pentecostalism’s insistence that revelation was ongoing
through the medium of tongues-speaking. However, they were willing to join in
strategic opposition against a common enemy: the joint threat of “liberal
Protestantism” (the neoevangelical code name for the theological descendents of early
twentieth-century Christian theological modernism) and “secular humanism” (the code
name for modernism in the wider, non-Protestant culture).
In the late 1970s, tension between the powerful neoevangelical subculture and
the secular media began to lead toward increasing polarization in the rhetoric of
neoevangelicals. The language o f holy war grew more prevalent, both in the pulpit

and in the media; this language conflated religious and political misdeeds, so that the
standards o f religious repentance were increasingly applied outside the sanctuary
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walls. Both religious leaders and political leaders who hoped for support from
members of the new evangelical alliance were forced to place themselves on a
battleground with angels and demons, choosing between allegiance to divine good and
collaboration with Satanic evil. Public confession of sin, no longer primarily an aspect
of conversion, helped locate them in the proper trenches of this battlefield.
Structure
Close examination of six of the most high-profile public confessions of the
twentieth century demonstrates that evangelical Protestant religious culture,
twentieth-century American Catholic culture, and the culture of American democratic
politics are interwoven in fundamental ways.
American voters have always been quick to resent any implication that leaders
deserve their power: when they place an official in public office, they do so with the
understanding that the official is one of them, elevated only by their collective will—
and not fitted to lead by birth, wealth, or membership in some political aristocracy.
By the early twentieth century, evangelical Protestant congregations and their
leaders were operating with the same, unspoken Lockean contract that governs
American democratic politics. Protestant congregations, whether operating
individually or within a larger denominational setting, reserved the right to accept or
reject the leadership of their pastors. The pastor was simultaneously a shepherd and
one of the sheep, both leader and member of the congregation. He (or she) was
responsible not merely to lead, but to assure the flock that the pastor had no intention
of claiming an inappropriate amount of power over them. In essence, public
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confessions are now demanded from both politicians and pastors when the same
suspicion is roused: that sexual or financial misdeeds are uncovering a leader’s private
assumption that he has a “divine right” to exercise power. As will be seen, this same
expectation-that a leader will not claim the “right to rule”-also influenced the
relationship between American Catholics and their leaders, developing an expectation
that the Catholic hierarchy would be accountable to the laity for its actions.
Forced to confess, politicians, pastors, and priests who survived the ordeal of
public confession employed rhetorical and symbolic strategies that fulfilled three
central functions: leaders identified themselves with the weak and dispossessed,
placed themselves on the right side of a holy war against evil, and gave followers the
power to take part in the cleansing ritual of forgiveness. This dissertation examines
those strategies in order to uncover the essential connections between American
evangelical Protestantism, American Catholic expectations, and American democratic
politics.
In order to demonstrate this interconnectedness, I chose to focus primarily on
eight scandals which have been well covered in both church-affiliated and secular
media. Reports filed as the scandals unfolded (primarily in newspapers and
magazines, but also in radio and television broadcasts) provided not only access to the
actual words of each leader’s confession, but also the context (either print or public)
in which the confession was made. Biographies and analyses written ten to thirty

years after the fact allowed me to evaluate the ongoing public response to each
confession—not just the immediate effects, but the ripples which still widen out from
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the confessions decades later.
Each pairing of public figures allows me to focus in on a particular aspect of
confessional practice. Grover Cleveland and Aimee Semple McPherson demonstrate
the necessity o f leaders, whether political or religious, to manage sexual scandal by
portraying themselves as victims, while avoiding any taint of financial misdealings.
The public speeches made by Edward Kennedy and Jimmy Carter provide an
opportunity to evaluate the confessions of two political leaders who were dealing
with the shadow o f sexual predatorship. Edward Kennedy admitted to legal faults,
but refused to admit to moral failings; as a result, he was portrayed both as a sexual
predator and as a politician willing to use family connections for personal gain.
Jimmy Carter confessed to lust in an attempt to ally himself with voters as a “regular
guy,” but his confession backfired because he symbolically allied himself with the
world of Playboy, rather than with the two important constituencies of women voters
and neoevangelicals. Together, the two experiences reveal that confession of sin is not
only essential, but also must involve both symbolic alliance with the common man
and a positioning o f the penitent on the right side in the battle of good against evil.
Statistics on voter support among various segments of the population right after the
confessions, as well as months and years later, made these two confessions
particularly useful to evaluate in terms of response.
The confessions o f Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart, both neoevangelical
preachers, allowed me to make a similar analysis of two men who were primarily
pastors, not politicians. Bakker’s confession took place through both print and
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broadcast media, but Swaggart’s was primarily broadcast; this allowed me to compare
the context in which each confession took place. Jim Bakker refused to confess fully,
inadvertently portrayed himself as a predator, confused the sides of the holy war, and
lost his ministry; Jimmy Swaggart made full confession, portrayed himself as one
Christian among others, firmly aligned himself with the forces of good against evil, and
retained a large part of his following.
The final pair of confessions, those of Bill Clinton and Bernard Law, allowed
me to focus in on the ways in which Protestant models of confession and response
became widely accepted among American Catholics. Bill Clinton, while avoiding
actual legal confessions of fault, still managed to give the appearance of full and public
confession, in which he asked the American public to join in forgiving and restoring
him, thus giving them a full role in his moral rehabilitation. Cardinal Law, on the other
hand, treated his own part in enabling the clergy abuse to continue as a private moral
failing. Failing to understand the need to portray himself as “one of them,” Law held
tenaciously onto his rights as an appointed leader, thus completing the alienation of a
large segment of the American Catholic population-those who were already agitating
for more lay participation, more Church accountability, and less top-down control.
Implications
This study suggests that it is impossible to understand fully the relationship
between elected leaders and voters without also exploring the relationship between

Protestant pastors and congregations. In particular, more attention should be paid to
the ways in which the language of holy war, present in conversion narratives since the
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early days of American Protestantism, became secularized. Aimee Semple
McPherson’s insistence that the accusations against her were brought by the Devil in
order to destroy the gospel should be connected in a straight line of development to
the secular language o f attack used by Bill Clinton (“Hardly anyone has ever been
subject to the level of attack I have. You know, it made a lot of people mad when I
got elected president. And the better the country does, it seems like the madder some
of them get”).
This study also suggests that the growth of the therapeutic culture of the
twentieth century and the eventual overlap of that culture with entertainment
programming cannot be analyzed without careful attention to the role of Protestant
churches in the development of early therapeutic group practice. Building on T. J.
Jackson Lears’s assertion that the therapeutic ethos “stressing self-realization in this
world” developed out o f “a Protestant ethos of salvation,” I consider the parallels
between the Protestant congregation and the therapy group. Both groups rely on an
authoritarian leader who must nevertheless strive to appear an equal, and who must
not seem to rely too heavily on his authority; both require the ongoing participation
of the group’s members, responding to and affirming the confessions of the speaker,
in order for the confessions to be validated.
The growing practice of group therapy and its intersection with radio
programming helped to bring confession of sin out of a purely sacred context and into
a wider landscape. Simultaneously, radio and television broadcasts popularized
“confessional” entertainment programs that familiarized a wide audience with the
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practice o f public confession. Both of these secular versions of confession
emphasized the equality between the one confessing and the audience listening;
although group therapy and TV confessional talk shows were in fact strictly
controlled by therapists and producers respectively, both offered a deceptively
egalitarian face.
Studies of religious confession-such as Patricia Caldwell’s seminal work on
Protestant conversion narratives, Peter Biller’s examinations of medieval confession,
and Edith Blumhofer’s studies of Pentecostal worship language—have tended to focus
on discrete religious traditions. However, this dissertation suggests that Protestant
confession, particularly as practiced in twentieth-century neoevangelicalism, affected
not only secular modes o f discourse, but other sacred traditions as well.

In terms of

religious history, Protestant and Catholic confessional practices can no longer be
studied only in isolation. By the late twentieth century in America, Protestant
neoevangelical modes of confession had so changed the general religious landscape that
non-Protestant religions had been infiltrated by the expectation of public confession.
The reaction to Bernard Law in particular suggests that, while American Catholic
doctrine had not undergone a huge official shift in the twentieth century, the tensions
between the doctrines o f private confession and absolution and the expectations of
many American Catholics that private confessions were not adequate had stretched to
breaking point. Law had dealt with the immorality of the offending priests by
granting absolution and holding to the confidentiality of the confessional, in line with
Catholic doctrine. But his resistance to public admission of his own bad judgment,
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while entirely in line with Catholic practice, denied an increasingly vocal and active
Catholic population any part in the administration of their own parishes. Saturated in
a culture which saw public confession as necessary and the authority between church
leaders and their followers as essentially democratic in structure, American Catholics
found Law’s reluctant apologies troubling, infuriating, and, in the end, entirely
inadequate.
My analysis o f these eight public confessions also implies that studies of
religious confession should be explicitly related to the development of broadcast
technologies. For centuries, confession of sin to others took place within particular
sanctified spaces: the confessional, or the gathered congregation of believers. But by
the end of the twentieth century, the walls of the confessional and sanctuary had
expanded outwards through the medium of radio and television.
Implicit in each of these suggestions for further study is one central assertion:
American Protestant culture, particularly the neoevangelical culture of the twentieth
century, has changed the expectations of many who would never consider themselves
part of neoevangelicalism’s sphere of influence. By the end of the twentieth century,
Americans who were neither Protestant nor neoevangelical had nevertheless come to
expect a ritual of public confession which drew them into a kind o f “congregation,”
entrusted with the task o f forgiveness and restoration. The essentially Protestant
model of confession and response has been adopted as a form o f secular discourse;

Americans who would never identify themselves with Protestant culture, let alone
neoevangelical mores, have nevertheless come to expect that they will be allowed to
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forgive when a public figure transgresses. And the failure of a public figure to ask for
such forgiveness produces widespread indignation which can only be traced to the
tacit acceptance of a Protestant confessional norm.
Argument
I begin my study by analyzing two early instances in which two leaders—one
political and one religious—demonstrate the nature of the democratically constituted
relationship between leaders and constituencies. Both Grover Cleveland and Aimee
Semple McPherson show a keen awareness of their delicate position as leaders who,
while demonstrating the the moral and ethical qualities that make them good leaders,
must avoid appearing to cast themselves as superior. Both succeeded in portraying
themselves as on the same level as their followers; both were able, through both
rhetoric and nonverbal symbol, to ally themselves with the “common man or woman”;
both were able to cast themselves, in terms of sexual wrongdoing, as victims rather
than victimizers, while avoiding any whiff of financial scandal.
Once this groundwork is laid in Chapter One, I begin to develop the place of
public confession in this carefully balanced relationship between leaders and
followers. Chapter Two lays out the roots of the practice of regular confession of sin,
grounded in an Augustinian understanding of the nature of sin, and goes on to trace its
development as it moves from a private act to an essential element in a public
testimony of conversion, playing a vital role in reassuring post-Reformation believers
that they did indeed stand in God’s favor. In the absence o f institutional absolution,
confession of sin had to be public, so that other believers could witness and attest to
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the genuineness of the sinner’s repentance. Thus, not only did confession of sin
become a public practice, but the response of the listeners became central to its
effectiveness and purpose. Chapter Two also explores the growing presence of public
confession in American Protestant worship, from Methodist revivalism to Pentecostal
enthusiasms, up through the full development of the Protestant altar call in the 1920s.
Chapter Three follows the growing visibility of this public confession through
broadcast technology. Chapter Three also details the development of
neoevangelicalism as a Protestant movement which combined fundamentalist theology
with a re-engaged perspective on American culture, thus encouraging its adherents to
make full use of the new technologies of radio and television. It then draws a parallel
line to the increasing visibility of secular confession, which also grew out of
Protestant roots (the Emmanuel movement of the early twentieth century) and, in its
democratic practice, drew from the model of the Protestant congregation. It then
connects the growing use made of radio and television by Protestant evangelists with
the growing use made o f radio call-in and television talk-shows by hosts working on a
model which combines Protestant confessional techniques and the requirement of
response with therapeutic intent.
With this groundwork laid, Chapter Four goes on to investigate two specific
confessions, those of Edward Kennedy and Jimmy Carter. I examine the specific
words of each confession (contained in the Appendices), as well as the symbolic
importance of the context in which each took place. Kennedy’s confession took place
within a Catholic context, treating admission of moral fault as essentially private;
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Carter’s, on the other hand, recognized the growing influence of public confession on
public secular political discourse. However, both men failed to recognize the
necessity of portraying themselves as common men who treasured the weak and
vulnerable among their constituency.
In contrast, Chapter Five explores Jimmy Swaggart’s successful and full use of
the Protestant confessional mode in order to portray himself as a common sinner
saved by grace, and his well-planned appeal for the support and forgiveness of his
congregation. Swaggart, with a more full grasp of the mode of public confession,
succeeded where Kennedy and Carter had failed. The contemporary failure of Jim
Bakker to do the same shows that the success of public confession did not depend on
whether it took place within the political or religious realm: rather, it depended on
how well the “sinner” was able to utilize the opportunity of public confession to
demonstrate his essential equality with his listeners.
The final chapter confirms this by tracing the success of political leader Bill
Clinton, who asked for forgiveness from the American “congregation” while
simultaneously aligning himself with the interests of his least powerful followers,
rejecting characterizations of his actions as predatory, and placing himself on the right
side of a holy war. In contrast, religious leader Bernard Law failed to use the tropes
of confession to make peace with an American Catholic public which had come to
expect the kind of invitation to forgiveness that B ill Clinton offered.
Bill Clinton’s admission of sin, which made careful use of the Protestant vocabulary
of redemption while avoiding any actual admission of legal guilt (or financial
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misdoing), was intensely reassuring to many of his followers. It showed that, as a
leader, he had no intrinsic, inborn superiority, but was simply a sinner among sinners,
a man struggling (and sometimes failing) to fight against evil. It placed him on the
right side o f a holy war against evil. It granted power to the listeners by admitting
their right to judge and allowing them the chance to take part in the cleansing ritual of
forgiveness. Its success in keeping Clinton in the public eye shows the extent to
which neoevangelicalism had provided a national language of public confession.
In contrast, Bernard Law’s dominant Catholic tradition saw private
confession as the norm. During the twentieth century, the Catholic relinquishment of
the airwaves and the reforms of Vatican II acted to privatize confession even more.
But when Catholic leaders refused to confess publicly, many American Catholics saw
this both as a minimization of the presence of evil—a refusal to recognize the existence
of the battlefield between good and evil-and as an intolerable assertion of authority.
Furthermore, Law’s actions were widely seen as subverting the American legal system
in order to victimize the helpless. And Law’s resistance to public confession, while
entirely in line with Catholic practice, denied an increasingly vocal and active Catholic
population any part in the administration of their own parishes.
Close examination o f these confessions, pairing first political leaders (one
working within the Catholic and one within a Protestant framework), then religious
leaders (both Protestant) and then one political leader (working within a Protestant
framework) and one Catholic leader, clearly illustrates the penetration o f the
Protestant methods and modes of confession across a wide landscape: a mode of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

17

confession which colors both secular and Catholic expectations. Saturated in a culture
that saw public confession as necessary and the authority between church leaders and
their followers as essentially democratic in structure, American Catholics found Law’s
reluctant apologies troubling, infuriating, and, in the end, entirely inadequate. Law’s
inability to trace the changes in the twentieth century practice of confession—and
Clinton’s success in doing the same—spelled the difference between public ignominy
and an ongoing public career.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Early Days of Scandal:
Refusing to Confess

Grover Cleveland took the presidential oath of office on March 4, 1885, with a
scandal hanging over him—a scandal which, despite lurid tabloid headlines and the
testimony o f a minister to his licentious behavior, had failed to scuttle his chances of
election.
Cleveland’s appearance on the political scene came at a time when both
political parties were suffering from embarrassing revelations about financial
corruption. In 1873, Democratic senator William Tweed had been convicted of
stealing millions of dollars from the New York City coffers, a scandal that implicated
scores of other politicians from both parties. Meanwhile, the Republican
administration of Ulysses Grant had been tarred by three separate major financial
scandals and several smaller ones.6
This gave Cleveland, a relative newcomer to the political scene, the
opportunity to appear as the opponent of financial misdoing. His campaign had been

run on a platform of purity: his campaign slogan was “Public Office is a Public
Trust.” His term as New York governor was marked by the passage of anti
6 Graff, p. 22.
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corruption measures, and his presidential campaign was a bid to reform the national
government in the same way. Corruption, according to Cleveland’s supporters, was
“stalk[ing] forth with impunity,” and getting honest politicians back into office
overruled every other political consideration: “Is it of any avail to discuss the interior
arrangements of a house....while the house itself is on fire?” demanded one supporter,
in an 1884 rally supporting Cleveland’s candidacy. Cleveland, the speaker concluded
was “a man as plain as he is unpretending and straightforward; a man who hesitates
not a moment to show the door to the friends of corruption...[and] has repelled the
corrupt elements of his party.”7
Cleveland’s stance of righteousness earned him the nickname “Grover the
Good,” not only for his financial probity but also for his personal morality; an April
18,1884 cartoon in Puck, titled “Cleveland the celibate,” showed him laboring away
over New York state business, ignoring the temptations of three beautiful women.
[Illus. 1.1 on p. 20: Cleveland the Celibate. Puck, April 18,1884]

7 “The Germans in Politics: Listening to Speeches in Favor of Cleveland.” New York Times, Sept.
30, 1884, p. 5.
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But even before his formal nomination as a Presidential candidate in August
1884, a scandalous tale began to circulate. It first appeared in the Buffalo Evening
Telegraph on July 21, under the headline “A Terrible Tale: A Dark Chapter in a
Public Man’s History.” According to the story, Cleveland had seduced a helpless
woman, made her pregnant, and then forced her to put the baby into an orphanage.
According to local minister (and Republican activist) George H. Ball, Cleveland was a
predator who had stalked through the streets of Buffalo, searching for victims.
The Telegraph was a tabloid, not a respectable news journal, and the tale
wasn’t given wider play until a Boston Journal reporter followed up on the scandal
and published his own account. This version of the story also insisted that Cleveland
was a relentless womanizer: “Women now married and anxious to cover the sins of
their youth have been his victims,” the Journal claimed, “...and well-authenticated
facts convict him.”8
Cleveland’s response was simple; he told his friends that the Democratic
party should speak for him and “tell the truth.”
Cleveland was in fact paying child support. The mother of the baby in
question was a widow named Maria Halpin, and Cleveland had indeed asked a
friendly judge to help him get the baby into an orphanage; he himself paid the costs of
the child’s upkeep. Cleveland did not attempt to conceal his payment of child
support. But on the issue o f his paternity, he kept silence—even when crowds of

Republican voters greeted him with the chant, “Ma, Ma, where’s my Pa?”
Meanwhile, Cleveland’s Republican opponent, the Maine senator James G.
8 Henry F. Graff, Grover Cleveland (Henry Holt, 2002), pp. 60-62.
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Blaine, was accused by Democrats of misusing public funds. Even after the Halpin
scandal broke, Blaine was unable to divert attention away from the shadows on his
financial record. Two political cartoons that ran within a week of each other show
the relative standing of the two men in the public eye. In the first, which ran in
Harper’s Weekly on August 9, 1884, Blaine, dressed in tarnished armor, charges full
tilt at a bag labelled “Public Money”; the caption reads “The ‘Great American’ Game
of Public Office for Private Gain. This is not Protection; this is Free Trade with the
people’s money.” [Illus. 1.2 on p. 23: The Great American Game. Harper’s Weekly,
Aug. 9. 1884]
In the second, a Puck cartoon from August 13, Cleveland stands at the center
of a courtroom, striking a heroic pose in front of a jury of voters, while behind him a
headline reads “Tell the truth”; at the side of the courtroom, Blaine creeps away with
his pockets stuffed with stocks and bonds. The caption reads “[Blaine] Instituted the
Ordeal-Can He Stand It Himself?” [Illus. 1.3 on p. 24: The Ordeal. Puck Aug. 13,
1884]
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Lined up against financial corruption, Cleveland’s sexual indiscretions paled.
Despite Cleveland’s constant refusal to address the issue publicly, he was elected in
November. His Democratic supporters taunted his detractors with an additional line
to the chant: “Gone to the White House. Ha, ha, ha!”
*
Cleveland’s success in managing the Halpin scandal reveals that, in 1884,
public confession of misdoing was not yet mandatory for a leader accused of
wrongdoing. Cleveland never denied his relationship with Halpin, nor his relationship
with her child; yet he never spoke publicly about either. Although he was widely
criticized for having fathered an illegitimate child while running on a “Public Purity”
platform, there were no public calls for him to openly confess the details of his
involvement with Halpin.
But while avoiding confession, Cleveland demonstrated that he understood the
complicated dynamic between a democratically appointed political leader and his
followers. His defense of himself, after the scandal broke, centered around reassuring
his constituency that he was one of them: a “regular guy” dedicated to serving them,
rather than a political aristocrat claiming office in order to enrich himself.
This reveals a dynamic within American democratic practice which (as we
shall see) stretches from the political into the religious realm. An appointed leader,
whether President or Protestant pastor, serves at the pleasure o f his followers; voters

and congregants place one of their own into office, willingly granting authority, but at
the same time holding in their minds the knowledge that this leader is one of them.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

26

This creates an ongoing tension between politicians and voters, as well as between
congregations and Protestant pastors. While admitting through their actions that their
leader has some quality that they do not, some quality that makes him able to lead,
followers nevertheless resent any implication that this quality is in some way
“inborn,” aristocratic, deserved by virtue of birth, wealth, or position.
Cleveland’s victory after the scandal can largely be attributed to his success in
portraying himself as a plain and common man, while his opponent had to deal not
only with accusations o f graft and corruption, but with a more subtle accusation: that
he was the friend o f the rich, a “political aristocrat,” the enemy of the common man.
A huge percentage o f Blaine’s support had evaporated when, on October 29, Blaine
allowed a supporter to call the Democrats the party of “Rum, Romanism, and
Rebellion”; this was widely seen as a slur against Irish Catholics, the poor working
men who had once supported Blaine. That very same night, Blaine attended a
“prosperity dinner” in his honor, along with two hundred of the richest men in
America, placing himself in the company of the resented wealthy aristocrats of
capitalism.
Cleveland, on the other hand, had a history of identifying himself with the
American people, against the rich who hoped to exploit them. “We are the trustees
and agents o f our fellow citizens,” he had told his fellow civil servants, after his
election as governor in 1882, “holding their funds in sacred trust, to be expended for

their benefit...we should at all times be prepared to render an honest account to them
touching on the manner of its expenditure.”9 It was language that he had already used
9 Grover Cleveland, The Writings and Speeches o f Grover Cleveland, ed. George F. Parker (Cassell
Publishing Company, 1892), p. 29.
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in accepting the nomination to candidacy for the governorship: “Public officers are the
servants and agents of the people,” he had told the nominating committee.10
Cleveland’s insistence that he was a “fellow citizen,” a servant of the people, was the
motivation behind his financial plain dealing.
Voter reaction to financial scandals highlighted the helplessness that voters felt
as they watched their leaders wheel and deal without their consent. “...[I[n a
democracy,” the New York Times editorialized in late 1884, “the fragment of political
power falling to each man’s share is so extremely small that it would hardly be
possible...to rouse the interests of thousands or millions of men if party were coupled
with another political force. This, to speak plainly, is corruption.”" Corruption—the
misuse of public funds for private gain—lifted one man above his peers; it amplified
the “fragment of political power” belonging to a single personality to unnatural
dimensions.
Cleveland’s handling of the scandal kept the focus firmly on his upright
financial dealings (he had paid out of his own funds to support his alleged child). He
ordered his campaign workers to ignore entirely the fact that Blaine too had sexual
indiscretions that could have been paraded before the election (in Illus. 1.3, the closed
book labelled “Blaine’s Private Life” represents this decision). This kept any headto-head comparison of the sexual lives of the two men out of the headlines and
centered the spotlight straight on their financial reputations: an area in which

Cleveland could clearly triumph.
10 H. Paul Jeffers, An Honest President: The Life and Presidencies o f Grover Cleveland (William
Morrow, 2000), p. 105.
11 “Corruption in Politics.” New York Times, Nov. 30, 1884, p. 11.
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Set against Blaine’s identification with the rich and famous, Cleveland’s sexual
misdeeds played more as a joke than as a disqualification for public office. On Sept.
27, the New York paper The Judge showed “Grover the Good” jumping up and down
with frustration, while a baby in the arms of a well-dressed woman yells, “I want my
Pa!” The cartoon repeats the assertion that Cleveland was the father of Halpin’s
child, but there are no true victims in the picture; tears notwithstanding, both the baby
and the woman are well-fed and well-dressed. [Illus. 1.4 on p. 29: Grover the Good.
The Judge, Sept. 27, 1884]
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But the cartoon that ran in The New York World after Blaine’s “prosperity
dinner” clearly placed Blaine in opposition to the public good. Blaine and a dozen or
so wealthy men sit at a huge and lavishly set table, beneath a banner that reads, “The
Royal Feast o f Belshazzar Blaine and the Money Kings.” In front of the table, a
ragged working family stands, pleading for food; but no one notices their presence.
[Illus. 1.5 on p. 31: Belshazzar Blaine. The New York World, October 30,1884]
While the woman in the Judge cartoon is clearly intended to be Maria Halpin,
the family in front of Blaine’s feast represents the poor of the entire country. And
although the Judge poked fun at Cleveland’s “Grover the Good” nickname (it dangles
from a tag on his coat), the World cartoon associated Blaine with the Biblical
Belshazzar, who used his royal status to throw a feast and got drunk while his city
was invaded and conquered by foreign enemies.
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In the end, Cleveland’s stance as financially upright (no matter what his sexual
behavior) and thus on the side of the “common man” triumphed; Blaine’s perceived
character as a man bent on taking financial advantage of his followers brought an end
to his ambitions. Cleveland was the plain man, on the side o f the helpless and
disenfranchised; Blaine was the complacent friend of the rich and famous.
Furthermore, Cleveland managed to cast himself not as victimizer but as
something closer to a victim. The Halpin scandal was potentially damaging to his
persona o f the “common man,” in that he appeared to have exercised power over a
defenseless woman, satisfying his own desires at the cost of her health and reputation.
In order to keep the Halpin scandal from destroying his carefully constructed financial
persona as friend o f the helpless and disenfranchised, Cleveland had to avoid
appearing as a predator.
He did this by refusing to address the issue himself but allowing his friends to
construct a story on his behalf. His direction that the Democratic party should “tell
the truth” gave party supporters the freedom to investigate Halpin’s claims. There
was no question that Cleveland had been carrying on a sexual relationship with Maria
Halpin. But the story o f their relationship, as told by the Democrats, removed
Cleveland from the role o f sexual predator and recast the story as yet another example
of his shining morality. According to this version of events, Halpin was an alcoholic,
possibly the seducer rather than the seduced, and Cleveland had rescued the b a b y
from neglect by paying for it to be raised in an orphanage. The Reverend Kinsley
Twining, a well-known Protestant minister, came out in public support of Cleveland:
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there had been “no seduction,” he insisted, “no adultery, no breach of promise, no
obligation o f marriage,” and since the baby’s birth Cleveland’s behavior had been
“singularly honorable, showing no attempt to evade responsibility, and doing all he
could to meet the duties involved, of which marriage was certainly not one.”12
It is difficult to see why marriage was so entirely off the table, but for the
Reverend Twining to say this rather than Cleveland himself implied that there were
perfectly good reasons for it. Cleveland knew that he could not be seen as an
exploiter. And so, while refusing to explore Blaine’s private life, he permitted
Halpin’s personal life to be made public in a way that assisted him. Halpin’s
character as an alcoholic kept him from appearing as a man who took advantage of her
and allowed him instead to be seen as a rescuer of her child. Even Cleveland’s refusal
to admit the child’s paternity worked in his favor. It left open the possibility that the
child wasn’t his—which made his sexual relationship with Halpin appear,
paradoxically, less damaging. It turned Halpin into a loose woman, possibly a
seducer, not marriage material and certainly not an innocent and vulnerable woman.
This was a task made simple by Halpin’s absence from the scene. Cleveland’s
supporter, while investigating her story, never spoke to her; no one could find her.
*

At 7:30 PM on Tuesday, May 18,1926, the Angelus Temple in Los Angeles,
California—a circular hall o f concrete, topped with a dome and cross and flanked by

radio towers—was filled with over seven thousand people who had come to see
evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson’s color slides of the Holy Land.
12 Jeffers, p. 108.
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Less than four weeks before, McPherson had returned from a two-month
journey that took her across Europe and into Jerusalem. In theory, the trip had been a
vacation, forced upon the thirty-six-year old evangelist by her mother and the staff of
the Angelus Temple. McPherson was the linchpin of the entire Angelus Temple
operation, which included not only regular services at the Temple drawing thousands,
but also the publication of a regular magazine, The Bridal Call; the Angelus Temple
Training School for the education of future evangelists; the regular broadcast of the
radio program “The Sunshine Hour”; over forty “satellite churches”; and multiple
campaigns, parades, and special events.13
Without McPherson, the whole ballooning operation might collapse, and
McPherson had been preaching, broadcasting, travelling, and exhorting without pause.
Her growing popularity had forced her to retreat on weekends to anonymous hotel
rooms, where she could lock herself away from the public eye—a habit that had
already caused journalists to prick up their ears. As early as August of the preceding
year, McPherson’s staff had been forced to explain this practice, in words that
suggest the possibility of scandal: “Sister McPherson always leaves the city after
Friday evening services for her week-end rest,” one official told the Los Angeles
Times on August 30,1925. “Nobody knows where she goes and...she seldom goes to
the same place twice. Anyway, there’s nothing to it.”14
N ow that McPherson had returned from her enforced “vacation” overseas,

thousands had turned out to see color slides of the trip, an entertainment new to many
of them. But when the May 18 service began, McPherson’s mother Minnie Kennedy
13 Edith Blumhofer, Aimee Semple McPherson, pp. 239, 247, 255-266, 278-280.
14 Qtd. in Daniel Mark Epstein, Sister Aimee, p. 288.
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was standing on the platform to present the slides; McPherson herself was nowhere
in sight.
When the slides ended, Minnie Kennedy announced calmly that McPherson
had disappeared earlier in the day after setting out for a swim in the ocean. Her
secretary, who had been with her, swore that she had watched McPherson swim into
the ocean and disappear. “Sister is gone,” Minnie Kennedy concluded. “We know
she is with Jesus.”15
Kennedy’s immediate willingness to accept her daughter’s death (only two
days after the disappearance, she made the provisions of McPherson’s will public)
did not sit well with the Los Angeles authorities. Police divers continued to search
the bottom of the ocean, while detectives hunted down reports that McPherson had
been seen at a beach hotel or in a car after the supposed drowning. The New York
Times speculated that McPherson had been kidnapped by “underworld characters”
who resented her opposition to dance halls. A local doctor suggested that overwork
had caused McPherson to snap, and that she was probably out “wandering demented
in the wild Malibu hills.”16
Meanwhile, reporters at the Los Angeles Times hinted that it was no
coincidence that McPherson’s ex-radio engineer—a man named Kenneth Ormiston,
whose close friendship with McPherson had caused so much gossip that McPherson
had finally asked him to resign eighteen months earlier—had recently gone missing as
well. In fact, Ormiston’s wife had gone to the police and reported that “a certain
15 Qtd. in Blumhofer, McPherson, pp. 7, 282; also see Epstein, Sister Aimee, pp. 293-294.
16 New York Times, May 21, 1926, p. 14; New York Times, May 24, 1926, p. 3; Los Angeles Times,
May 20, 1926, p. 2.
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prominent woman” was responsible for her husband’s disappearance.
On June 20, a month after McPherson’s disappearance, Minnie Kennedy held
three memorial services for her daughter, complete with eulogies, memorial songs,
flowers, and seventeen thousand weeping followers in attendance.17 And a mere three
days later, Aimee Semple McPherson turned up at the police station at Douglas,
Arizona, and was immediately taken to the local hospital.18
From her bed, she told reporters her story. On May 18, she had been working
on her sermons at the beach when a man and woman appeared, asking her to come to
their car and pray for their dying baby. She agreed and walked with them to the car,
where she was shoved into the back seat and chloroformed. Her kidnappers—a
woman named Rosie, a man named Steve, and (in the words of the Los Angeles Times)
a “huge ugly Mexican” named Felipe-took her to a “squalid little Mexican shack” and
told that they would hold her until a $500,000 ransom demand was paid; they also
tied her hands and feet and tortured her with a cigar stub when she refused to
cooperate. This went on until June 22, when McPherson’s captors left her alone for
the first time. “[Although bound hand and foot,” the Times reported, she “summoned
all of her strength and rolled from the bed” in order to cut her bonds on the jagged edge
of a tin can that lay on the floor. She then ran twenty miles through the desert,
crossing over the U.S. border into Arizona, and collapsed.19
D e s p it e th e p u r p le p r o se o f th e in itia l rep o rts (“ M rs. M c P h e r s o n w o r e a

dainty pink silk dressing gown over a white silk nightgown...” wrote Los Angeles
17 Los Angeles Times, June 24, 1926,p. 4; Los Angeles Times, July 11, 1926, p. 1; Blumhofer,
McPherson, pp. 284-285.
18 Nancy Barr Mavity, Sister Aimee (New York: Doubleday, Doran & Co., 1931), p. 131.
19 Los Angeles Times, June 24, 1926, pp. 2, 4.
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Times reporter Read Kendall. “On her fingers were the marks of torture....”), a note of
skepticism rapidly appeared in newspaper coverage of McPherson’s reappearance.
By June 26, the New York Times was reporting that McPherson had “repeatedly
failed” to identify any landmarks in Mexico along the route she had theoretically used
in her escape. The next day, the paper trumpeted the news that a city official from
Arizona had seen McPherson walking along a Tucson street during the weeks of her
alleged captivity. The local sheriff pointed out that McPherson’s clothing did not
show signs o f sweat or unusual wear. “I have no desire to cast any reflections on
anyone,” he wrote, delicately, in a confidential report to the Los Angeles district
attorney, “but my conclusions are that Mrs. McPherson’s story is not borne out by
the facts.” Police from both Arizona and Mexico searched in vain for the “squalid
Mexican shack.”20 Ormiston’s reappearance did nothing to help McPherson’s case;
although he insisted he hadn’t been with her, he had no proof of his whereabouts
during the weeks in question.
McPherson’s followers displayed no doubt in her story. On Saturday, June
26th, McPherson had arrived back in Los Angeles on the overnight train from
Arizona. Over thirty thousand supporters greeted her train, cheering and throwing
bouquets, and a band played hymns as she was carried on a flower-wreathed chair to
her car.
But the Los Angeles district attorney Asa Keyes (a personal friend o f

McPherson’s) told reporters that he doubted such a famous woman, “known almost
all over the civilized world,” could be “kidnapped in broad daylight from a crowded
20 Los Angeles Times, June 24, 1926, p. 1; New York Times, June 26, 1926, p. 15; Blumhofer,
McPherson, pp. 287-289; Lately Thomas, The Vanishing Evangelist, p. 102.
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beach.” On July 7, a grand jury was convened to hear McPherson’s story, raising the
possibility that she might be charged with filing a false police report. And the
possibility of a more ominous charge came into view when D. A. Keyes began to
question McPherson and her mother about any possible debts, including mortgages on
the Angelus Temple itself. The New York Times reported that officials were
particularly interested in “the alleged tampering with a letter...demanding half a million
dollars for Mrs. McPherson’s safe return.” The Times added, “The ransom
letter...was delivered to Angelus Temple prior to memorial services held there for the
evangelist, during which a considerable sum of money is said to have been raised.”21
McPherson refused to answer questions about the Angelus Temple finances,
and lack of evidence that the letter had been generated by McPherson and her mother
forced Keyes to drop this line of investigation. But his skepticism over the
kidnapping tale was shared by the grand jury. Five days later, on July 20, the jury
refused to issue any indictments against the unknown kidnappers.22
Encouraged by this public vote of no-confidence in McPherson’s story, D. A.
Keyes spent the next six months gathering bits of evidence to prove that McPherson
and Ormiston had spent the missing weeks together in a beach bungalow. Finally, the
trickle of evidence pooled into a formal accusation. On September 17, the New York
Times reported that D. A. Keyes had ordered the arrest of McPherson, Kennedy,
Ormiston, and two others, on charges o f conspiracy to defeat justice. “It is with
regret that I take action against a person so high in the religious esteem of many
21 New York Times, June 27, 1926, p. 12.
22 Blumhofer, McPherson, p. 290; Lately Thomas, Storming Heaven, p. 54; New York Times, July 8,
1926, p. 8; Los Angeles Times, July 11, 1926, pp. 1, 3; Los Angeles Times, July 15, 1926, p. 1;
Los Angeles Times, July 21, 1926, p. A l.
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persons,” Keyes told the Times, “but the community...would welcome a fair and open
hearing o f a situation which has become a national scandal.” The Times speculated
that Kenneth Ormiston had been granted immunity and would testify that he and
McPherson had spent the weeks of her alleged captivity together.23
But barely two months later, Keyes was forced to ask that all charges be
dismissed. His eyewitnesses had begun to change their stories, and his bits of
evidence were disintegrating. Keyes insisted that the dropping o f the charges did not
prove McPherson’s tale to be true, repeating that McPherson had pulled a
“disappearance hoax” and had managed to get away with it. McPherson’s “so-called
return from her so-called kidnapping,” he told the New York Times, would have to be
“tried in the only court o f her jurisdiction-the Court of Public Opinion.”24
Neither the kidnappers nor the Mexican shack were ever found. The
newspapers continued to suggest that McPherson had carried on a blatant affair with
Ormiston and had lied to her congregation about it, after allowing them to believe that
she was dead. Yet the Court of Public Opinion declared McPherson innocent. She
left California at once for an eighty-day national tour and was greeted by throngs of
cheering supporters at every stop. In New York, where the Times had provided
unending hostile commentary on her ongoing legal troubles, she drew overflow crowds
despite a northeaster that covered the city with snow. On her return to LA, she
continued to preach to throngs at the Angelus Temple. Far from simply pushing her
disappearance into the shadows, her followers celebrated its first anniversary by

23 New York Times, Sept. 17, 1926, p. 1
24 Los Angeles Times, December 30, 1926, pp. A l-2; qtd. in New York Times, Jan. 11, 1927, p. 26;
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having a party on the beach where she had allegedly been kidnapped.25
Calls for McPherson to confess continued, but McPherson deflected them
with return accusations. When one of her own Temple administrators, Gladwyn
Nichols, left the Angelus Temple ministry in July of 1927 (taking 280 congregants
with him), he announced publicly that McPherson and Kennedy both “have a
confession to make to the world” about the kidnapping. McPherson retorted, “I told
the truth and walked in the light. I have nothing to confess. I am not surprised at Mr.
Nichols....His [new] church needs advertising badly.”26
In fact, 1927—the year after the scandal- was McPherson’s most successful
year yet. Following her triumphant speaking tour, she incorporated the International
Church o f the Foursquare Gospel, beginning a new Pentecostal denomination. In
December of that same year, reporter Sarah Comstock visited the Angelus Temple
and wrote:
[The worship of God] plays an important part in the drama, to be
sure; but center stage is taken and held by Mrs. McPherson. It is in
her praise that the band blares, that flowers are piled high, that
applause splits the air. It is to see her and hear her that throngs travel,
crushed in the aisles of electric cars, thrust, elbow, and bruise one
another as they shove at the doors of her Temple. Ropes protect the
several entrances; hundreds strain and struggle to be first when these

are released. A whistle sounds, the ropes give way, a large detachment
o f the crowd surges through, as many as the ushers can handle....Men
25 New York Times, Feb. 20, 1927, p. 12; Blumhofer, M cPherson, pp. 300-308.
26 Qtd. in New York Times, July 27, 1927, p. 23.
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and women stand against the wall, they sit upon the steps of the aisles,
and still, when the final whistle blows, there are thousands turned
away, thousands who stand for two, three, four hours on the street and
in the nearby park, to listen to the concert and the inspired utterances
as they scream themselves forth from the loud speaker outside the
building.
In the wake of a sexual scandal that should have destroyed her, Aimee Semple
McPherson had become more popular than God.27
*

Returning from her mysterious disappearance, McPherson found herself in a
vulnerable position. D.A. Keyes spoke for many when he insisted that McPherson
had spent the weeks o f her alleged kidnapping having a steamy affair with a married
man, and McPherson was never able to provide any proof of her counter-tale. But
McPherson was able to cannily work the democratic nature of American
Protestantism to suit her own purposes.
Like Cleveland, McPherson realized that it was essential for her to appear, not
as a powerful leader who could use her popularity to raise money and do what she
pleased, but as “one o f them”-m erely another Christian among Christians. Unlike
Cleveland, McPherson could not simply avoid confession by keeping a dignified
silence about the growing scandal; she had no friends to offer a counter-tale but was
forced to offer one herself. It was a story that steered her listeners well away from
any financial misdoings. She entirely avoided addressing Keyes’s accusations of
27 Sarah Comstock, “Prima Donna of Revivalism.” H arper’s Magazine, Dec. 1927; archived online at
www.harpers.org/AimeeSempleMcPherson.html.
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illegitimate fundraising, instead telling a tale which identified her strongly with the
weak, the helpless, and the disenfranchised.
By constructing a tale herself, McPherson ran the risk o f appearing unreliable
and self-serving (a risk Cleveland avoided by allowing his friends to speak for him).
But she managed this risk by appealing to her Pentecostal tradition, which gave her
the power to adapt and rephrase her theological statements to strengthen her own
position as a trustworthy source of information.
Aimee Semple McPherson was particularly well-known for her facility in
tongues—speaking and interpreting the heavenly languages had been part of her
experience since her conversion as a teenager.28 This expertise was a message to her
followers: McPherson was the recipient of ongoing revelation from God.
As a woman minister, McPherson did face the possibility that the Pentecostal
willingness to accept the tongues-speaker as a mouthpiece of God would not be as
available to her as it would have been to a male minister. Not all branches of
Pentecostalism were egalitarian; the Salvation Army offered men and women equal
rank, and Wesleyan Holiness traditions tended to be open to female leadership, but
other Pentecostal denominations such as the Assemblies of God closed their upper
ranks to women.
Due to its decentralized nature, Pentecostalism could not possibly close its
doors to wom en’s leadership in the same ways as main line denomination—drawing its

ministers only from theological schools, and carefully policing admission to those
schools so that women could not rise into the ranks of those qualified to be ordained.
28 Virginia Lieson Brereton, From Sin to Salvation, p. 62.
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But anecdotes o f resistance to women’s full participation in the shaping of
Pentecostal theology abound. In 1905, an annual meeting of Pentecostal preachers
passed a resolution keeping women out of “any pulpit within our bounds”; female
evangelists were publicly rebuked during revival meetings; women’s leadership was
reckoned by many to be a sign of judgment, since Israel had been put under female
leadership as a punishment for moral decadence.29
Two circumstances acted to give McPherson confidence in her ability to
reshape Pentecostal theology from the pulpit: her Salvation Army background and her
first husband’s early death. McPherson was converted as a teenager in a Pentecostal
revival meeting in 1908. She married the evangelist who converted her, Robert
Semple, and entered the mission field as his wife: the lesser partner in a maledominated ministry team. But McPherson’s mother, Minnie Kennedy, had served in
the Salvation Army, an organization that allowed women to take positions of
leadership equal to that of their husbands; in the words of Nancy Mavity, one of
McPherson’s earliest biographers, the Salvation Army had offered Kennedy an
“untheoretical but working sex equality.” McPherson came into her marriage with
this upbringing behind her. In fact, she and Robert Semple used the Salvation Army
vows in their wedding ceremony, vows that recognize both spouses as “continual
Comrade[s] in this War.”30
Semple’s early death in China, merely two years after their marriage, may have

been a personal tragedy, but it also freed McPherson at once from the unequal
29 Creech, p. 415; Mark Chaves, “The Symbolic Significance of Women’s Ordination,” p. 94; Susie
C. Stanley, “The Promise Fulfilled,” p. 139; Is. 3:12.
30 Mavity, p. 12; also see Blumhofer, McPherson, p. 77.
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partnership of their missionary work. She returned from China alone and gave birth
to her daughter alone. Although she remarried in 1912, she had already learned that
she could act without a partner. In 1915, she left her second husband, Harold
McPherson, and began travelling and preaching. McPherson eventually followed her,
and trailed after her for some months; McPherson had reversed the usual power
dynamic in her marriage; her husband was now the lesser partner. But by 1921,
Harold McPherson was finished trailing after his wife. He sued her for divorce, on
grounds of desertion.31
This set of power reversals in her personal life was mirrored by her actions
toward the Pentecostal authorities. In 1919, she associated herself with the
Assemblies of God; the following year, she became the first woman ever to preach to
the General Council o f the Assemblies. But Assemblies officials began to object to
McPherson’s autonomy, particularly to her using funds raised to build Angelus
Temple as she saw fit rather than putting the money into the general Assembly
coffers. Edith Blumhofer argues that these objections had more to do with
reservations about female ministers than with the cash itself. The association turned
out to be a short one; after two years of carrying on her independent ministry in Los
Angeles, under the umbrella of the Assemblies name, McPherson divorced the
Assemblies of God by returning her minister’s credentials.32
As a woman, McPherson used the theological flexibility of Pentecostalism to
link herself to the promise of the Second Coming. In July 1922, she announced that
the success o f female preachers was indeed a “sign of the times,” but a good sign:
31 Stephen J. Pullum, “Foul Demons, Come Out!", pp. 2-3.
32 Blumhofer, Restoring the Faith, p. 166.
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proof that the end times had come and the return of Christ was near at hand. “Women
must preach to fulfill the Scriptures,” she declared; and until Scripture was fulfilled,
Christ would not come back to establish His kingdom on earth.33 The “disadvantage”
of her gender had been reversed; it was a sign of her anointed power and her place in
God’s plan to restore the earth. In the same way, she deflected critics of her failed
marriage by claiming that her divorce was a sign of her dedication to God’s service; her
husband had refused to follow her on her God-appointed preaching journeys because
he was unwilling to match her deep commitment to her calling.
McPherson’s use of this justification laid a strong foundation for her defense
of her actions in 1926. It allowed her to present herself as a trustworthy narrator of
events. It also allowed her to avoid, as Cleveland did, appearing in the role of
predator. Both as a woman and as a Christian minister, McPherson was particularly
vulnerable to any suggestions of sexual impropriety. Yet McPherson’s response to
the accusations strategically reversed her weak position, turning her gender into an
advantage. In a canny reversal of the Eve story, McPherson was not a sexual predator,
giving in to the devil’s temptation and then bringing down a righteous man and so
destroying Eden. Instead she was an active agent o f the new Eden, working hard to
restore the new heavens and the new earth.
McPherson’s version of her disappearance further managed, through image and
inference, to reveal her essential vulnerability and weakness. She revealed this
weakness largely by positioning herself alongside the popular suffragists of the early
twentieth century.
33 Qtd. in Blumhofer, Mcpherson, p. 195; Quentin J. Schultze, Christianity and the Mass Media in
America, p. 60.
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Barbara Green describes how suffrage activists turned autobiographical
accounts into suffrage speeches by publishing “testimonies of injuries suffered at the
hands of anti-suffrage crowds or aggressive policemen.... [Cjonfessions of the body in
pain during hunger strikes and forcible feeding dominated the pages of...daily
newspapers.”3' In the 1920s, publication of these testimonies created an environment
in which personal narratives of brushes with the law and restraint by enemies became
tales of heroic acts supporting the cause of women. Green calls this phenomenon
“spectacular feminism” and writes, “For feminists, the term [spectacle] was usually
associated with the deliberate and sensational tactics used to draw public attention to
the cause.”35
McPherson’s meetings themselves, with their pageantry and their appeal to
the listeners to “convert,” or change their way of thinking, fit seamlessly into a
suffrage movement that made heavy use of “street pageants” dramatizing the plight of
women. McPherson’s kidnapping tale extended this sense of identity. McPherson’s
reappearance in a hospital bed, dressed in white, and her account o f being bound hand
and foot by her male and female captors contain eerie echoes of contemporary
suffrage cartoons. [Illus. 1.6 on p. 47: Suffrage suffering. “The Government’s
Methods of Barbarism,” from Votes fo r Women, Jan. 1910]

34 Barbara Green, Spectacular Confessions (St. Martin’s Press, 1997), p. 5.
35 Green, Spectacular Confessions, p. 7.
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Furthermore, McPherson’s opposition by the forces of law and order put her,
oddly enough, on the side of the angels. To be persecuted by the authorities was, for
suffragettes, a badge o f honor; Sylvia Pankhurst’s account of feminists encountering
policemen in the street “details numerous horrifying encounters....in each one, the
activist is positioned as a martyr.”36
McPherson’s exaggerated femininity also dovetailed with suffragette strategy,
which worked to make “femininity visible.” Green quotes Constance Lytton’s
Prisons and Prisoners: “There were no looking glasses anywhere in the prison except,
so I heard it rumoured, in the doctor’s room, but I never saw it when there. I did not
attempt to dress my hair....I had the greatest admiration for those prisoners who took
a contrary view and who in the teeth of difficulties, such as no looking glass, an everdiminishing supply o f hair pins, and the brush and comb as described, yet managed to
produce elaborately dressed heads of hair.” Green herself argues that Lytton and
other suffragettes “recontextualized female self-adornment” as an act of defiance.37 In
the same way, McPherson emphasized her own femininity when opposed by men:
she wrapped herself in lace and silk, covered her chair and pulpit with flowers, and
was frequently carried on a litter on the shoulders of four willing men. She could not
be a liar or a sexual predator—not when she was so clearly identified with courageous
victims and righteous martyrs.
Like Cleveland, McPherson had positioned herself as one of the “common
people” in her flock, rather than a powerful leader. She added an extra element to the
Cleveland strategy: she placed herself on the side of good, in a cosmic battle between
36 Ibid., pp. 22-24, 53
37 Ibid., p. 198.
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good and evil. As an active agent of the new Eden, working hard to restore the new
heavens and the new earth, McPherson had drawn the devil’s wrath down on her.
As soon as the grand jury refused to affirm McPherson’s kidnapping story,
McPherson immediately made a statement, through her attorneys, welcoming the
decision: “Mrs. McPherson’s story...remains as firm and unshaken as the first time it
was told,” the attorneys declared. “The matter was taken before the grand jury...and
has been thrashed out in a dignified manner. The vindication o f Mrs. McPherson,
who has withstood terrific attack of character assassination, has come at last. The
official investigation not only bears her story out and proves it true, but reveals her to
the world as a truthful, upright woman who has withstood the attacks in a religious,
God-fearing manner.”38
This pronouncement startled onlookers, who had thought the grand jury
verdict proved exactly the opposite. But McPherson’s strategy for dealing with her
critics never varied from this point: according to her, the devil had attacked her
reputation to prevent her from preaching the Gospel, but with the help of God, she
had triumphed. The following Sunday, she preached a triumphant sermon at the
Angelus Temple that began with seven young actors, made up as demons, rising up
out of painted craters and holding a meeting to discredit McPherson’s character.
McPherson, striding onto the stage, provided the dialogue:
“Ah!” screamed the Devil as he heard the pastor of
Angelus Temple was only a poor little woman, “that
makes it easier for all of us! All we have to do now is
38 Qtd. in Los Angeles Times, July 21, 1926, p. A1
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puncture the bubble of her reputation and she’s gone!
Go after her name, that’s the way to wreck her!”
The sermon ended with two more actors, dressed as angels, floating down from the
Temple dome; one brandished the sword of truth, while the other carried a chain to
bind the devil and his lies.39
Blaming the devil was not only central to McPherson’s defense but played
into the most foundational longing of her hearers. Early Pentecostalism, writes Edith
Blumhofer, was “most basically the expression of a yearning to recapture in the last
moments of time the pristine purity....of personal Edenic perfection in this life.”40 In
fact, the movement was itself a sign that the new heavens and the new earth—a
recreated Eden—were just over the horizon. Pentecostals might find their genesis at
the Azusa Street revival, but they knew that the first known “Spirit baptism” since
Acts 2 had taken place on January 1,1901, at Bethel College: the beginning of the new
century, a date symbolizing the start of the new era of God’s return.41
In this new era, every Pentecostal believer was a warrior with a “critical role to
play in the defeat o f Satan.”42 But the enemy was not human, and McPherson was
careful to demonstrate that her opponents were not D. A. Keyes and the grand jury,
or Robert Ormiston and his wife, or even her kidnappers. No: her enemy was the
devil-and, unlike Eve, she had resisted his attacks. In all of her public statements
about her kidnapping, McPherson reshaped the Biblical story of cosmic war so that
she and Satan stood at the center of it, nose to nose.
39 Thomas, Vanishing Evangelist, p. 167; Blumhofer, McPherson, p. 294.
40 Blumhofer, Restoring, p. 3.
41 Damian Thompson, The End o f Time, pp. 122-123.
42 Bobby C. Alexander, Televangelism Reconsidered, p.53.
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In November of 1926, with her trial for perjury still looming, she announced
that she would preach a sermon about “the world’s biggest liar.” An expectant mob
gathered to hear her identify the culprit, hoping that she would finger an earthly
culprit, but they were disappointed. “Contrary to general expectation,” a reporter
from the Los Angeles Times wrote, “the unique figure is not a public official nor a
witness o f record....the world’s greatest falsifier, according to Mrs. McPherson, is
none other than ‘The Devil—The Father of Lies.’” A month later, McPherson staged
a “Tableaux o f Martyrs” at the Angelus Temple, a seven-scene dramatic presentation
that began with the crucifixion of Christ, continued on with Stephen, St. Paul, and
Joan o f Arc, and ended with a final scene from the present day: a Bible “placed on a
chair. Lying beside it were a pair of scissors and a pile of mud.” Right after the
charges were dropped, she told a capacity crowd in New York, “I can see [Satan]
down in hell, hearing reports from his captains. One came and said that he had bad
news: a great revival in Los Angeles, saving souls by the thousand. The revivalist
cannot be stopped. ‘What, a woman!’ exclaimed Satan. ‘That’s easy, we’ll prick her
reputation and we’ll destroy her like a bubble.’....They thought with me out of the
way Angelus Temple would collapse, and it didn’t....The ‘Four-Square Gospel’
carries on! Hallelujah!”43
McPherson kept hold of her following by positioning herself as a modern-day
Stephen, an anti-Eve, a holy warrior: a woman who fought the devil and won. Less

than ten years after the alleged kidnapping, a professor of rhetoric noted in the pages
of a speech journal that McPherson’s stories followed the well-known story patterns
43 New York Times, February 21, 1927, p. 8; Los Angeles Times, Nov. 8, 1926, p. A l; New York
Times, Oct. 4, 1926, p. 25.
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long adopted by the penny papers of her day.44 Her story was one of a brave heroine
wronged by the ultimate super-villain, a string-pulling Satan who made both
kidnappers and law enforcement officials dance to his tune; a heroine who would
ultimately be vindicated and meet her Bridegroom to live forever in the ever-after of
the new heavens and earth.

44 Winifred Johnston, “American Speech, ” pp. 119-120.
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CHAPTER TWO

Confessing More than Once:
Confession Goes Public

In the decades after Cleveland and McPherson, a new demand developed
among American followers: that their leaders, whether political or religious, confess
their misdeeds in public. These confessions acted to balance out the power dynamic
between leaders and followers, something Cleveland and McPherson were able to do
without publicly detailing their offenses. However, by the late 1960s, an expectation
had begun to evolve: public confession would be part of the storytelling that
surrounded scandal.
This was a new development, but it was rooted in the distant past. The
regular confession o f sin had been a private act in medieval times. But a series of
shifts in Protestant practice brought about a new form of confession: a public
confession by believers, done before an audience of other believers, whose presence
and participation played an essential role.
*

Regular confession of sin was not mandated by the Catholic hierarchy until the
Fourth Lateran Council of 1215. Nevertheless, this practice had deeper roots; it grew
out of the fourth-century thought of Augustine, who re-envisioned regular confession
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as necessary for the internal health of the individual soul.
Before the patristic period, confession was more likely to be a legal act than a
devotional one . John Austin’s classic legal work of 1832, The Province o f
Jurisprudence Determined, conceptualizes the foundation of ancient law as control,
exercised by a “sovereign person or body,” through legal demands, over “a member or
members of the independent political society wherein that person or body is
supreme.” Law was thus an imperative speech act, existing outside and independent
of relatively passive subjects, who were constrained by law’s commands.45 In such a
system, confession took place not primarily because of some sense of personal guilt,
but in response to the external constraints of law. The act o f confession, as Kevin
Crotty puts it, “further entrenches law: confession entails the acceptance-or at least
the acknowledgment-of the law’s authority.” In such a system, confession was an
act to which individuals had to be brought in the last resort, often by outside
pressures: “No one speaks against himself unless something drives him to do it,”
wrote the Roman orator known as Pseudo-Quintilian; to confess to a wrongdoing,
except under interrogation, was to be either drunk or “impelled by madness.”46
Augustine pictured both law and confession differently. The Confessions
begin, for one thing, with a higher authority than an earthly sovereign: “You are great,
Lord, and highly to be praised....Man, a little piece of your creation desires to praise
you...to praise you is the desire o f man, a little piece o f your creation.”47 From the

outset, man is considered not merely as a subject under the pressure of external
45 John Austin, The Province o f Jurisprudence Determined, 1.13; Kevin Crotty, Law's Interior, p. 92.
46 Crotty, pp. 93-94; Pseudo-Quintilian, Declaration 34, section 2.3, trans. Crotty.
47 Augustine, Confessions I.i.l, trans. Henry Chadwick.
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earthly power, but also as a created being with a duty owed solely to his Creator.
Augustine relocates that external power of the sovereign so that it occupies man’s
own soul; it is the reflection of the Creator that is an essential part of the soul, the
God-within-man.
Augustine also shifts the location of the essential conflict between law and
wrongdoing. No longer does the will of a sovereign struggle with the will of a
separate, subordinated subject. Rather, the conflict between law and subject becomes
a conflict between the light and dark sides of a single self. Although the sovereign
now lives within the self, another part of the self is in constant revolt against it.
Augustine’s years with the Manicheans, who saw all of existence as a
battleground for the cosmic war between the two powers of good and evil, left him
with a lifelong habit of dividing the world into two in every conceivable way. He
rejected the content of Manichean theology, but was left viewing the world through
bifocals: Augustine’s reality was separated into spirit and matter, Israel and Egypt,
the eternal and the temporal, the unchanging and the mutable.48 This philosophical
habit was reinforced by political realities. It is no coincidence that Augustine lived in
a post-classical African world where the idea o f Roman sovereignty was itself
uncertain and debated. The Roman emperor was far from the North African coast; the
Roman authority in North Africa itself waxed and waned under a set of Roman
governors who did not always consider themselves wholehearted subjects of the

emperor. In his grasping for a new sense of responsibility, Augustine--who himself
lived under doubled authority, that of Rome and that of his own local govemment48 Charles Taylor, Sources o f the Self, pp. 128-129.
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was attempting to understand authority in a world where it was no longer single
voiced, but divided and ambiguous.
Augustine’s sense of doubleness not only reflected the reality of his world,
but also allowed him the psychological luxury of confession. Confession no longer
appears as an act to which the self is compelled by a hostile force; it no longer
demands that the self capitulate to a separate, antagonistic will. Since there are two
selves in Augustine, he can easily ascribe blame to one, in the confidence that the
other remains blameless. “What I used to think was true, I now think is wrong,” he
said easily in 392, in a debate with a Manichean priest; it is the sort of statement only
possible for a man who believes that some part of him was right all along. In
Augustine’s soul, the “inward man” is the reflection of God, the Creator Himself. “/«
interiore homine habitat veritas,” he wrote: “In the inward man dwells truth.”49
To find this truth, man has to do more than examine himself; he has to
examine the particular part o f himself that reflects truth. And he must identify that
part of himself, and separate it from the part of the self that resists God’s
sovereignty.
In order to do this, the self must consider itself Augustine suggests that the
soul must turn inwards, an act of contemplation that philosopher Charles Taylor has
given the useful name “radical reflexivity.” Taylor argues that Augustine’s “radical
r e fle x iv ity ”

makes it possible for the self to consider its own ways of knowing: “In

our normal dealings with things,” he writes, “we disregard [the act of experiencing the
world] and focus on the things experienced. But we can turn and make this the object
49 O ’Donnell, p. 42; Taylor, p. 129.
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of our attention, become aware of our awareness, try to experience our experiencing.”50
Radical reflexivity allows the self to consider itself and to confess only to the
God who lives inside it; radical reflexivity allows confession to take place with no
reference to outside law. Radical reflexivity makes private confession possible.
For the radically reflexive self, the nature of wrongdoing has also changed. In
the classical world, to confess was to own up to an external act that broke the laws
imposed by the sovereign. But Augustine goes so far as to suggest that “no decisive
criterion exists forjudging external acts on their own terms.” Rather, what determines
evil is is the interior motivation. That is evil which is done with an evil disposition.51
For Augustine, what is actually done is secondary to what is thought. Confession,
then, became an exploration of motives, a place where the self considers the reasons
for its own decisions.
In this kind o f confession, the self once again is aware of its own doubleness.
It is capable o f evaluating itself—yet that part of it which acts out of evil motivation is
not entirely within the control of the evaluating self. The evaluating self is opposed
by the will, which acts apart from the Creator; the will is that part of the self which is,
in some sense, divided from the reflection of God within man.
Confession, then, must consist not just in evaluation and explanation (the job
of the evaluating self) but also in throwing the will (the other part of the self) onto the
mercy o f God and begging for grace. “Without His calling,” Augustine writes, “we
cannot even will”; without the external power of God infusing man, the will remains

50 Taylor, p. 130.
51 Augustine, “The Free Choice o f the Will,” 1.3.8; Crotty, pp.. 107-108.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

58

out of the control o f the evaluating self.52 Augustinian confession is, unsurprisingly, a
double act: It is not only explanation, but also helpless reliance.
Augustine, after all, was well aware that verbal fluency could turn explanation
into excuse. He gave up teaching rhetoric for this reason, saying in the Confessions
that he could no longer act as “a salesman of words in the markets of rhetoric”53; his
students were learning from him how to talk their way out of reliance on God. Tooskilled rhetoric—legal language—gave the illusion that the evaluating self was the only
self, and blocked from view that part of the self which was so deeply at fault that it
had to rely on the grace of God.
Kevin Crotty suggests that at this point, Augustine turns toward a narrative
form for confession. In order to properly reflect the doubleness of the self,
confession should be not a well-organized accounting of causes and effects, but rather
the story of how the sinner came to sin.54 The introduction of story into the
confession prevents it from becoming a well-reasoned explanation for sin; it places the
created sinner within the creation, an integral part of the fallen world which needs God
to restore it.
Ironically, this brings into the confession an element of invention. Augustine’s
own Confessions are an invented version of the past: in order to shape the story of his
own sin, he eliminates and exaggerates, rearranges and restates the facts of his youth.
His story is a “true” narrative in the sense that it gives the reader a clear look at
Augustine’s sin as Augustine sees it but also misleads the reader about the extent of
52 Augustine, “To Sim plician-O n Various Questions” 1.2; Crotty, p. 113.
53 Augustine, Confessions IX.ii.2.
54 Crotty, p. 119.
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Augustine’s early religious training. Like McPherson and Cleveland, centuries later,
Augustine first and foremost provided a coherent story about his actions.
In the post-Augustinian world, then, the act of confession was one in which a
sinner found evil motivation within himself, held that evil up against the reflection of
God in his own soul, told the story of how this evil motivation led him into action,
and then begged for God’s grace. It was an act that took place again and again in order
to assure the health o f the soul.
Private confession took place when this set of steps was carried out in the
presence of a priest who heard the story from the sinner’s own lips. In 1215, the
Fourth Lateran Council prescribed (in Omnis utriusque sexus) that each member of
the church confess individually to the parish priest, once a year, during Lent. There is
not a great deal o f evidence for how often this took place before the Fourth Lateran
Council of 1215, but if we can assume that the Council was regulating an already
common practice, confession had been an annual event for some time.55
The formalization o f the process of confession required that some attention
also be given to the role o f the priest in confession. The priest, says Omnis utriusque
sexus, is “like a practised doctor,” who can “pour wine and oil on the wounds of the
injured.”56 Like a doctor, the priest had unquestioned access to the most personal and
private details of individual lives. The frequency of married sex during Lent, the
mixing of small pieces o f iron into bundles in order to sell the whole, jealousy of a
business rival-all o f these appear in thirteenth-century accounts as commonplace
55 Peter Biller, “Confession in the Middle Ages,” p. 7; Alexander Murray, “Counselling in Medieval
Confession,” p. 63.
56 Canon 21, trans. H. Rothwell, English Historical Documents, 1189-1327, pp. 654-655; Murray,
“Counselling,” p. 66.
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topics for confession.57 The official teaching of the “seal of confession,” which
prohibited the priest from speaking of any of these private matters which might be
confessed to him by a penitent, was first set down in 1151, in Gratian’s compiled
edicts o f the Church, and was affirmed by the Lateran Council in 1215. But both of
these written formulations probably grant the force of church law to a long-standing
custom.S8
The model o f priest as doctor not only suggested that the content of
confessions remain private, but also highlighted the role of the priests as diagnostician.
When he was hearing confessions, the priest had to exercise his judgment: penances,
according to a thirteenth-century handbook, were to be “gauged, heavier or lighter, by
the discretion o f a confessor as he considers the quantity and quality of the offenses
and the person’s condition.”59 Omnis utriusque sexus confirmed this practice: the
priest is to investigate the “circumstances of the sinner and of the sin, from which to
choose intelligently what sort of advice he ought to give him and what sort of remedy
to apply, among the many available for healing the sick.”60 This pastoral task required
the priest to act entirely on his own. Alexander Murray points out that this was one
of the very few duties that required independent action from the priest; in other
pastoral areas, he was able to fall back on liturgy and the sermons of other, greater
minds. “Among the great mass of clergy,” Murray writes, “especially away from big
57 Biller, “Confession,” pp. 4-7.
58 Canon 21 of the Fourth Lateran Council: “Let the priest absolutely beware that he does not by word
or sign or by any manner whatever in any way betray the sinner....For whoever shall dare to reveal a
sin disclosed to him in the tribunal o f penance we decree that he shall be not only deposed from the
priestly office but that he shall also be sent into the confinement o f a monastery to do perpetual
penance."
59 D e modo confitendi, trans. Murray, “Counselling,” pp. 65-66.
60Rothwell, English H istorical Documents, pp. 654-655.
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towns, [reading the sermons of others] was a normal way of giving sermons, a fall
back for clerical minds unequal to the challenge.”
As the church moved through and then past the years of the Fourth Lateran
Council, the priest’s private interaction with the sinner rose in importance.
Confession consisted o f three parts: the sinner’s account, the priest’s diagnosis and
recommendation, and the performance of the appropriate penance. F. J. Heggen
argues that in the centuries immediately after Augustine, the church’s emphasis lay on
the performance of penance as the prime atoning element of the confessional process;
however, by the thirteenth century, emphasis had shifted to the sinner’s account (the
act of confession itself) as central.61 Heggen claims that during the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, a trend toward confessing venial sins (sins which do not fatally
breach the relationship between man and God, and so do not require confession)
appears because the very action of confessing sins (even the unimportant) was the
key that opened the door to atonement.62 The priest’s skillful questioning and
elicitation o f sins, even when the sinner came to confession without any particular
mortal sin on his conscience, thus became vital to the sinner’s obtaining grace; the
session between priest and sinner, not the performance of duties afterwards, became
the heart of the matter.
As additional support for this theory, Peter Biller points out that, after 1220
or so, a new genre of confessional literature emerged in Paris and grew in importance
61 Heggen writes, “In the Libri Poenitentiales especially, the idea is often given that a person can be
more inwardly sure o f the forgiveness o f his sins and readmittance into the community o f the church
in the measure that he has performed heavier penances.” In Confession and the Service o f Penance, p.
36.
62 Ibid., pp. 36-37.
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for the next century. This was the quodlibet (the “what-you-will”), a set of questions
and answers for the use o f the priest, intended not to prescribe appropriate penances
(as earlier handbooks had done), but rather intended to make the confessional session
itself as complete and correct as possible.63
Sometime between the Fourth Lateran Council and the fifteenth century, the
sacrament of confession moved through a third change in emphasis.64 In the years
before the Protestant Reformation, a third element became central to confession: the
sincerity o f repentance, the motivation of the sinner’s heart as he told the story of his
sin. The Augustinian emphasis on the story of the sin was strengthened by this
emphasis on motivation. Late medieval handbooks encouraged priests to inquire
closely into the circumstances of each confessed sin and to extract the story of the
offense even from sinners who did not volunteer a narrative. The fourteenth-century
confessor’s guide known as the Astesana suggests that priests use the easily
remembered verse:
Quis, quid, ubi, per quos, quotiens, cur, quomodo, quando,
Quilibet obseruet, animae medicamina dando,
which is translated in a sixteenth-century English handbook as
63 Biller, “Confession,” pp. 11-12; L. E. Boyle, Pastoral Care II, pp. 242-251. Biller points out that
the idea o f a central shift in confessional practice after 1215 is one o f two dominant models for the
understanding o f medieval confession: “The twelfth century[‘s]....theological interiorization o f
confession and penance was (so it has been claimed) connected with a broader and deeper shift in the
concept o f the individual; Colin Morris entitled his account o f this ‘the discovery o f the individual.’
[C. Morris, The Discovery o f the Individual, 1050-1200 (New York, 1972), pp. 70-75] There
followed the legislation o f 1215, and the further legislation and production o f pastoral literature....The
period thereafter, up to the reformations o f the sixteenth century, was a connected whole....I am calling
this notion o f a central medieval penitential revolution ‘1215 and All That’” (Biller, p. 30).
64 The argument over when this third shift took place continues to occupy the scholarly literature on
medieval confession. Heggen pegs it to the late thirteenth century, while both John Bossy and Mary
Mansfield argue for a later shift, post-1400. See Heggen, Confession, pp. 36-37; Biller, “Confession,”
pp. 15, 30; Mansfield, Humiliation, p. 129.
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Who, what, and where, by what helpe and by whose;
Why, how, and when, doe many things disclose.65
Furthermore, the intensifying focus on the motivations and intentions of the
sinner’s heart developed a newly vertical emphasis in confession. Peter Biller points
out that before 1400, confessional manuals tend to attach much severer penalties to
those sins that affect the community(such as short-changing customers or using
inaccurate weights), rather than on those that might corrupt the soul (such as doubt).
Even the penances for sexual sins are weighted heavily toward those that damage
others.
After 1400, however, manuals shift toward increasingly strict penances for
sins o f thought and motivation: sins that do not affect others. Biller suggests that this
change was brought about, in part, by the teaching of Jean Charlier de Gerson of the
University o f Paris (1363-1429).66 Gerson’s emphasis on Christian mysticism as a
way of avoiding overreliance on rationalism brought the orientation of the heart more
into view. John Bossy makes a similar argument; according to Bossy, the years
around 1400 saw confessional interrogation move away from the Seven Deadly Sins,
which tended to focus on the horizontal relationship between a sinner and his
neighbors, and toward the Ten Commandments, which emphasized a greater
responsibility toward God. Christians were thus shifted toward a “moral code,”
Bossy concludes, that was “stronger on obligations toward God,” and “somewhat

narrower” on obligations toward one’s neighbor.67
65 Thomas Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve o f the Reformation, p. 117.
66 Biller, “Confession,” pp. 16, 23.
61 John Bossy, “Moral Arithmetic: Seven Sins into Ten Commandments,” p. 217.
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The late medieval writings of Peter Lombard and Raymond of Penaforte both
fall within this “contritionist tradition.”68 In the Sentences, Book IV, Distinction xvi.,
no. 1, Lombard writes that contrition is the gateway into paradise; Raymond of
Penaforte defines penance itself as “repenting past evils,” shifting the emphasis even
further toward the attitude of the heart.
Concentration on the attitude of the heart only made the act of confession
more vertical—and thus more private. In confessing his sins, the penitent increasingly
was directed toward those sins of the heart that had affected his relationship with
God. Less on display was any effect that his sin might have had on family or friends.
Healing for this damage in the soul consisted of private diagnosis, private
penance, and private forgiveness; apart from the priest, who acted as soul-doctor,
other Christian believers were given no opportunity to offer forgiveness. Sin, which
existed as a block between the sinner and God, was resolved between the sinner and
God; no one else needed to have any part in the ritual.
*

The journey toward public confession began after the Reformation, as
Protestants moved towards the development of a new public ritual in which
confession played an essential role. This ritual, not fully in place until the
seventeenth century,69 was the public relation of the “conversion narrative,” the story
o f the circumstances o f a sinner’s conversion. The narrative in c lu d e d a confession o f
68 Thomas Tender, Sin and Confession on the Eve o f the Reformation, p. 105.
69 In The Puritan Conversion Narrative: The Beginnings o f American Expression, Patricia Caldwell
places the final stages o f the ritual’s development in the years between 1600 and 1640, pointing out
that “the practice was skimpily referred to during the developmental years of the 1630s, and more
widely acknowledged and discussed in published documents throughout the 1640s” (p. 45). See also
pp. 74-75 o f this dissertation.
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sin but did not have confession of sin as its primary goal. Rather, the conversion
narrative acted to produce a ritual space within which public confession could exist.
In consequence, confession, no longer an ongoing ritual supervised by the priest,
became a one-time act that was central to conversion rather than in sanctification; at
the same time, the act of confession moved out of the confessional, into the larger
space o f the Protestant congregation.
Martin Luther himself, with his central insistence that each Christian believer
had both the right and the responsibility to deal directly with God, did not support
regular confession to a priest. In fact, in Luther’s developing theology, the act of
confession itself (like fasting and pilgrimage) was never to be used as a method of
putting oneself right with God. Rather, confession followed salvation, which was a
gift given by the divine will solely out of love and grace.
Luther’s theological rebellion was rooted in his deep sense of inadequacy: no
matter how many works o f mercy he performed, how many hours he spent in prayer,
or how often he confessed, he was haunted by the dreadful conviction that he had not
yet performed well enough to be justified: to be declared righteous in the sight of God.
In 1519, meditating on the book of Romans, Luther came to a sudden realization of
the solution:
...[A]s it is written: 'The just person lives by faith.'" I began to
understand that in this verse the justice of God is that by which the just person

lives by a gift o f God, that is by faith. I began to understand that this verse
means that the justice of God is revealed through the Gospel, but it is a passive
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justice, i.e. that by which the merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written:
"The just person lives by faith." All at once I felt that I had been bom again
and entered into paradise itself through open gates.70
Declared righteous by God, the Christian does not have to perform religious duties in
order to gain or retain God’s favor. Confession and penance have no part in Luther’s
scheme of redemption. “The Christian who lives in confidence toward God knows
what things he should do,” he wrote, in his tract Sermon on Good Works, “and does
all gladly and freely, not with a view to accumulating merit and good works, but
because it is his great joy to please God and to serve him without thought of reward.”
To do good works out o f a desire to assure one’s salvation was, as Kenneth Scott
Latourette puts it, “evidence of a feeling of insecurity.”71
In this lies one o f the great ironies of Luther’s reformation. It grew out of his
desire for freedom, a need to escape from the uncertainties o f a system which never
seemed to guarantee that the soul was in right standing with God. Forgiveness came
by institutional declaration, but the penances that the soul did to earn this declaration
were always changing, from sin to sin, from priest to priest, from parish to parish.
Luther wanted a simple, foolproof method of knowing that forgiveness had been
obtained, not a complex and baffling set of steps through which the sinner had to
battle to reach freedom.
And yet, in searching for the simple assurance of forgiveness, Luther’s

reformation also magnified uncertainty tenfold, because it removed from the individual
70 Martin Luther, Complete Edition o f Luther's Latin Works, trans. Andrew Thornton (de Gruyter,
1967), p. 422.
71 Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History o f Christianity, Volume 11, pp. 709-711.
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sinner any possibility o f external absolution. Luther’s insistence that no one stood
between the believer and God removed the layers of church practice that veiled the
reality o f salvation, but also did away with the reassurance that allowed sinners to
approach that reality with the confidence that they had been forgiven. The Protestant
sinner now had to look within his own soul and decide whether or not he met the
criteria for forgiveness. This sort of Protestant self-examination tended to focus not
on daily sins, but on whether or not the sinner was truly converted.
But Luther’s assertion of justification by faith is not as simple as it initially
sounded, something which can clearly be seen in the sermons of sixteenth-century
German Lutherans. They found themselves continually preaching on the doctrines of
justification to their (presumably justified) congregations. Practically and pastorally,
Luther’s idea o f conversion “defied easy comprehension

It was necessary to spell

out clearly what salvation by grace through faith meant.”72 The themes of conversion
and repentance were covered again and again, to congregations who had already in
most cases professed to hold a justifying faith.
Patrick Ferry points out that literally hundreds of these sermons aim to
console hearers who seem to have been weighed down witlj guilt. “God will not have
you to remain in the damning darkness along with the papists and turks,” preached
the sixteenth-century Lutheran pastor Simon Musaus. “He has not let you be
baptized and come to the recognition of his Son, or established such a foundation and
beginning o f your salvation, for nothing. Do not doubt that his will is solely and
completely to save you.”73 The promise of justification by faith was clearly fraught
72 Patrick T. Ferry, “Confessionalization and Popular Preaching,” pp. 1149-1150.
73 Ibid., pp. 1154-1155.
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with uncertainty; neither baptism nor membership in a church body was adequate to
ward off the fear that the hope of salvation was built on the sand of self-deception.
Again and again, Protestant believers asked themselves: What if I am lying to myself?
What if that part o f me which is fallen is truly in control of my soul, and has assured
me that my faith is genuine, when in fact it is not?
The reformers Ulrich Zwingli and John Calvin, who came after Luther and
affirmed his central focus on the individual responsibilities o f the believer, broke from
Luther in significant ways, but both affirmed salvation by faith alone. Zwingli
asserted that the sinner escaped sin by faith—in which the “mind trusts itself
unwaveringly to the death of Christ and finds rest there.”74 The unwaveringly
introduced the same difficulty into the Protestant Reformed equation that Luther’s
“faith alone” introduced into Protestant Lutheranism: at the center of salvation lay not
just faith, but sincerity, a state of mind impossible to ascertain without ambiguity.
Calvin’s Institutes o f the Christian Religion lays out a similar, although
differently nuanced, view of faith. Faith, Calvin writes, is the “special work of the
Holy Spirit” and is given to the believer by God, like water poured out on the soul:
God “dictates the very words” in which we call to him.” Faith, Calvin writes, is “a
firm and sure knowledge o f the divine favor toward us, founded on the truth of a free
promise in Christ, and revealed to our minds, and sealed on our hearts, by the Holy
Spirit.”75

Calvin puts emphasis on God’s unilateral action, rather than human belief,
because the complete corruption of original sin makes man helpless to act on his own
74 Latourette, p. 749.
15 John Calvin, Institutes o f the Christian Religion III. 1.4, III. 1.3, III.2.7.
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behalf; the sinner is incapable of producing true faith on his own, or knowing that he
has grasped true faith even if it is within his grasp. The human mind, Calvin writes,
is “blinded and darkened...very far from being able to rise to a proper knowledge of
the divine will; nor can the heart, fluctuating with perpetual doubt, rest secure in such
knowledge.”76
This change in emphasis ought to be reassuring, but in fact isn’t. Calvin’s
theology of original sin also leads him to assert that while some men are chosen before
birth to be redeemed, others are chosen to be condemned. Sometimes the reprobates,
those who are not genuinely called to redemption, may feel a “sense of divine love”
which feels like that “proper knowledge of the divine will” which characterizes the
truly redeemed. But this “sense” is temporary and evanescent. The two, ultimately,
can only be told apart by the passage of time. The deceptive sense of divine love will
“in process o f time wither away, though it may for several years not only put forth
leaves and flowers” (in fact, God may even give some “slight knowledge of his
Gospel” to those who are not elect, and afterwards allow this knowledge to be
extinguished). But the true “proper knowledge,” even though it may be slight,
endures to the end of life.77 Practically, this means that at any given point, the
believer is not sure whether he’s a reprobate with a sense of divine love, or an elected
believer with the proper knowledge of God’s mercy. Despite all Calvin’s assurances,
this is not a pleasant state o f mind, and remaining in it proved a psychological torment

for conscientious believers.
Furthermore, Protestant theologians who came after Calvin continued to try to
76 Ibid., III.2.7.
77 Ibid., III.2.12
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tease out the exact role of the sinner in justification. If the sinner was entirely
passive, what to make o f Biblical passages exhorting sinners to repent and return to
God? By the end of the sixteenth century, a doctrine of “preparation” had begun to
develop among English Puritan churchmen: the doctrine of preparation suggested that
“man, although utterly depraved, might somehow predispose himself for saving
grace.”78 The sinner could prepare himself to be justified through “prolonged
introspective meditation and self-analysis in the light of God’s revealed Word”—
examining his sin, repenting, and begging for salvation.79 Thus, while still holding to
the Reformed doctrine of justification by faith, these Puritan theologians re-introduced
a place for works in the gaining of salvation—not to mention the awkward possibility
that there might be a certain period in time when the sinner was neither completely
sunken in sin nor completely justified.
In all of this continual self-examination and self-evaluation, only one firm
foothold appeared in the quicksand of uncertainty, only one visible marker of
redemption for sinners who had little else to reassure them. This was the moment of
conversion: the point in time at which the sinner, like Paul on the road to Damascus,
saw a blinding light and answered the call of God.
Although Luther himself experienced conversion as a sudden understanding of
grace, a singular moment in time which he could look back on in order to reassure
him self o f his salvation, he did not hold this up as the inevitable model for salvation.

But in the hands o f the English Puritans, the moment of conversion assumed a much
78 Norman Pettit, The Heart Prepared: Grace and Conversion in Puritan Spiritual Life (Yale University
Press, 1966), p. 3.
79 Ibid., p. 17.
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greater importance. Luther’s conversion story gave birth to John Bunyan’s vivid
description of Christian’s justification in Pilgrim’s Progress; the burden of sin falls
from Christian’s shoulders in a single blazing moment and rolls away out of sight, and
although his journey is not finished, its outcome is now certain. Once converted, the
sinner is redeemed.
Compared to thrashing around in self-reflexive contemplation o f one’s own
sureness o f knowledge, the moment of conversion was as solid and visible as a
signpost.80 As long as the sinner could point back to that moment o f conversion—the
point at which he asserted his faith in G od-he possessed a weapon against doubt.
The moment of conversion acted, for the Puritan believer, like a priest’s absolution: an
external occurrence that guaranteed forgiveness and salvation.
Practically speaking, it was best if this conversion took place in the sight of
other believers; this provided an extra level of assurance that it had actually happened.
Should the conversion happen in private, though, testifying to it out loud, in front of
other believers, fulfilled a double function: it provided the believer with witnesses
who could attest to the conversion’s reality. The publicity of the testimony also
provided an extra level o f reassurance that the believer’s faith in Christ was genuine;
the Gospels themselves record Jesus as saying, “Whoever acknowledges me before
men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns
me before men, I w ill disown him before my Father in heaven.”81
80 For many modem evangelicals, the moment of conversion still remains a signpost pointing away
from doubt. At an evangelistic rally I attended in the late 1980s, the speaker recommended that anyone
who doubted his or her salvation find a private place, say out loud, “1 believe that Christ died for my
sin,” and then write the place, time, and date in the front of a Bible. When in doubt, the believer
merely needed to look back at this affirmation to be assured of salvation.
81 Matthew 10:32-33, NIV.
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Either way, a confession of sin was essential to the public conversion narrative
as practiced by the English Puritans. The confession of those sins which had been
committed before conversion was an additional way to draw a distinct line between
old and new lives; the confession reassured the believer that a real change had taken
place in his soul; and the witnesses testified to the presence of real grace in the
sinner’s life.
This centrality o f confession in the Puritan conversion narrative built on
theological underpinnings provided both by Luther and by Calvin. Calvin had
stressed that grief over one’s sin was strong proof of election. While even the
“regenerate man” sins (“there is still a spring of evil which is perpetually sending
forth desires that allure and stimulate him to sin,” Calvin wrote), only regenerate man
is troubled and grieved by his sin to the point of public confession. In public
confession, Calvin concluded, by “condemning ourselves before angels and the world,
we prevent the judgment of God. For Paul, rebuking the sluggishness of those who
indulge in their sins, says, ‘If we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged.’”82
To confess publicly was to assure oneself that the grief caused by sin was so great
that only a redeemed man or woman could experience it.
Luther, while rejecting confession as a means of gaining absolution, had
nevertheless given it a high place in the life of the believing community. As Paul
Althaus writes, Luther preached that the “entire community and every one of its

members has received the authority to proclaim and bring [forgiveness] home to the
brother from Christ himself.” He quotes Luther’s pronouncement that “The whole
82 Ibid., 1II.3.18
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church is foil of the forgiveness of sins” and concludes: “The community cannot get
along without...confession to the brother. Strong faith in God’s forgiveness...does not
need the brother, for the Christian is then able to confess only to God. But how
many have such strong faith?”83 Believers, hearing each other’s confessions, are able
to reassure each other of God’s forgiveness.
Protestant theology had changed both the character and the space of the
private confession o f sin: it had become a proof of salvation, not the means of gaining
it, and took place among believers rather than in front of an appointed priest. The
Puritans gave confession o f sin a supporting role in another, larger ritual: the
conversion narrative. This narrative took place, not privately, but in the presence of
other believers who could provide reassurance to sinners struggling in the morass of
Protestant uncertainty. The conversion narrative provided a ritual space within which
the confession o f sin could take up a public existence.
In the early Puritan revivals, the public confession of sin began to detach itself
from the conversion narrative to stand alone, as public confession was undertaken
both by believing individuals and by entire congregations as a way to regain God’s
favor.
The American Puritans who settled in New England were offshoots of that
English Puritan movement which was attempting to locate, within the mass of
nominal believers in any particular English church, those believers who had the faith

of Luther, the unwavering trust of Zwingli, and the “undoubting confidence” of
Calvin. It was not enough simply to be a member o f the Puritan church; members had
83 Paul Althaus, The Theology o f Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Fortress Press, 1966), pp.
317-318.
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to show that they were truly justified.
Some English Puritans tried to pinpoint the truly justified by requiring
“indication o f worthiness” from church members before they came to the communion
table. This “indication” was generally a public profession of faith, combined with a
respectable life.84 In the New England Puritan churches, these professions of faith
took on an additional aspect: they were no longer simple statements of belief, but
conversion narratives, in which the believer had not just to profess faith but also show
experience of conversion that would demonstrate a “saving faith.” The New England
professions had three elements: they were carried out in front of the entire
congregation; they required not just a statement of belief, but a story about a
conversion experience; and they were a necessary precursor to the joining of the
church.85
Patricia Caldwell points out that while it is impossible to know exactly when
these conversion narratives became standard, they were certainly in use by the 1640s,
and may have emerged under the guidance of John Cotton.86 Along with Baird
Tipson, she suggests that this new depth in the “public profession” reflected a greater
need for assurance that Christian faith was genuine—a need felt both by the individual
believers, and by the gathered Christians who made up the church. In the absence of a
“persecuting state to defy,” the American Puritans had no way to anchor themselves
in their resistance to an established order; they could no longer point to their

84 Alan Heimert and Andrew Delbanco, eds., The Puritans in America, p. 5.
85 Ibid.
86 Patricia Caldwell, The Puritan Conversion Narrative, p. 45; she credits Edmund S. Morgan’s Visible
Saints for this argument.
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“courageous, communal resistance” as proof of the presence of true faith.87 Instead,
they sought proof o f faith in their own conversion.
The New England professions were, like Augustine’s confessions, stories of
coming to faith, and they followed a regular pattern. A sinner comes to an
understanding of just how great her sin is; she suffers under the bondage of evil and is
struck with grief over her wrongdoing. The experience of wrestling with sin and
despair is often prolonged; this is the “confession of sin” aspect o f the narrative. But
then a sense o f God’s grace overcomes her, fills her with the assurance of God’s
forgiveness, and releases her from slavery.
New England professions differ from their English counterparts, Caldwell
argues, in failing to find full closure: they list sins and dutifully relate God’s response
of grace, but the ongoing struggle with sin tends to linger on, even past the point of
conversion. “I have entreated the Lord to help my unbelief and other things whereby
I found my heart enlarged,” one deacon ends his story; “Still I am doubting,” another
finishes, “but I know I shall know if I follow on, and if He damn me He shall do it in
His own way.”88 The confessional aspect, in other words, is exaggerated.
The public confession of sin was not only exaggerated; it was also detached
from the conversion narrative as early as the very first Puritan revivals, which began
in the seventeenth century among the first-generation settlers. During revivals, public
confession was undertaken by the already-converted in response to famine, attack, or

other threats to the community; the confessions were intended to reawaken religious
87 Baird Tipson, “Invisible Saints,” pp. 465-468; Caldwell, The Puritan Conversion Narrative, pp. 8587. Caldwell also argues that additional factors, including a distrust of religious language, play into
this change, but I find Tipson’s argument convincing.
88 Caldwell, pp. 2-8; 33-34; 178-180.
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fervour so that the community could assure itself of God’s favor. David Hall quotes a
sermon by the co-founder of New Haven, John Davenport, delivered less than twenty
years after the colony’s founding: “When people who have been formerly under the
effects o f Gods displeasure do turn unto him with unfeigned Repentance, and
Reformation of their former evil wayes, God will certainly turn unto them in mercy.”
This repentance and reassurance was intended for the regenerate colonists, who
reacted to drought and other misfortunes by fasting, gaining “true sight of sin,”
repenting, and then rejoicing in a new sense of God’s forgiveness and mercy.89
American Puritan revivalism told a story of falling away: believers, already converted,
had backslidden, and God’s judgment was hovering above them. Public confession of
sin, apart from conversion, was necessary before the community could return to
God’s favor.
The revivals of the eighteenth century, begun by the heirs of Puritanism,
continued to emphasize the place of public confessions of sin, made both by sinners
converting to faith (as part of a conversion narrative) and by believers who had
backslidden. In 1731, Jonathan Edwards (who had taken on the pulpit of his
grandfather Solomon Stoddard) preached his first published sermon, “God Glorified in
the Work o f Redemption.” He repeated the Calvinistic assertion that not only are
sinners justified by faith alone, but that even that faith is a gift: “ It is God that gives
us faith whereby we close with Christ.... And we are not only without any true
excellency, but are full of, and wholly defiled with, that which is infinitely odious. All
our good is more apparently from God, because we are first naked and wholly
89 David D. Hall, Worlds o f Wonder, Days o f Judgment, p. 171.
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without any good, and afterwards enriched with all good....We are dependent on God's
power through every step of our redemption. We are dependent on the power of God
to convert us, and give faith in Jesus Christ, and the new nature.”
So what use is the confession of sin? To admit to sin glorifies God much more
than to conceal it: “It is a more glorious effect of power to make that holy that was so
depraved, and under the dominion of sin, than to confer holiness on that which before
had nothing o f the contrary,” Edwards preached. To admit to sin is not only to glorify
God, but, in glorifying him, to prove that faith is real. The final “Uses” with which he
concludes his sermon, his application, makes this clear:
Faith is a sensibleness of what is real in the work of redemption; and the soul
that believes doth entirely depend on God for all salvation, in its own sense
and act. Faith abases men, and exalts God; it gives all the glory of redemption
to him alone. It is necessary in order to saving faith, that man should be
emptied of himself, be sensible that he is "wretched, and miserable, and poor,
and blind, and naked”....It is the delight of a believing soul to abase itself and
exalt God alone....Hath any man hope that he is converted, and sanctified...that
his sins are forgiven, and he received into God's favour, and exalted to the
honour and blessedness of being his child, and an heir of eternal life? let him
give God all the glory; who alone makes him to differ from the worst of men in
this world, or the most miserable of the damned in hell.90
Small wonder, then, that the 1734-35 revival which broke out under Edwards’
preaching featured (according to his own account, “A Faithful Narrative of the
90 In The Works o f Jonathan Edwards, Vol. II, pp. 5-6
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Surprising Work of God”) regular confession of sin, both from sinners and from
backslidden believers. “Persons are first awakened with a sense of their miserable
condition by nature,” he writes:
....The drift of the Spirit of God in his legal strivings with persons, have
seemed most evidently to be, to bring to a conviction of their absolute
dependence on his sovereign power and grace, and a universal necessity of a
mediator. This has been effected by leading them more and more to a sense of
their exceeding wickedness and guiltiness in his sight; their pollution, and the
insufficiency o f their own righteousness; that they can in no wise help
themselves, and that God would be wholly just and righteous in rejecting them
and all that they do, and in casting them off for ever.... When awakenings first
begin, their consciences are commonly most exercised about their outward
vicious course, or other acts of sin; but afterwards, are much more burdened
with a sense of heart-sins, the dreadful corruption of their nature, their enmity
against God, the pride of their hearts, their unbelief, their rejection of Christ,
the stubbornness and obstinacy of their wills; and the like. In many, God
makes much use of their own experience, in the course of their awakenings and
endeavours after saving good, to convince them of their own vile emptiness
and universal depravity. Very often under first awakenings, when they are
brought to reflect on the sin of their past lives, and have something of a
terrifying sense of God’s anger, they set themselves to walk more strictly, and
confess their sins, and perform many religious duties, with a secret hope of
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appeasing God’s anger, and making up for the sins they have committed...till
they are as it were debilitated, broken, and subdued with legal humblings; in
which God gives them a conviction of their own utter helplessness and
insufficiency, and discovers the true remedy in a clearer knowledge of Christ
and his gospel.91
In 1740, the English Methodist George Whitefield and the New Jersey
Presbyterian Gilbert Tennent began a preaching tour of New England that sparked a
two-year revival.92 In Whitefield’s sermons appears this same emphasis on the
confession of sin as a vital part o f the assurance of salvation: admitting to wrongdoing
is central not just to conversion but to the believer’s continuing comfort of mind. In
“The Folly and Danger of Being Not Righteous Enough,” Whitefield preached:
The imputed righteousness of Jesus Christ is a comfortable doctrine to
all real Christians....You have no righteousness of your own to depend
on. If you are saved, it is by the righteousness of Christ, through his
atonement, his making a sacrifice for sin: his righteousness must be
imputed to you, otherwise you cannot be saved. There is no difference
between you, by nature, and the greatest malefactor that ever was
executed at Tyburn: the difference made, is all owing to the free, the
91 In The Works o f Jonathan Edwards, Vol. I, pp. 360-361.
92 The “First Great Awakening” is the traditional name not only for this two-year revival, but for a
general age of religious revival that began with Edwards and carried on through the 1940s. In
America’s God, Mark Noll characterizes the First Great Awakening as a “renewal o f pietistic popular
Calvinism” that saw a transition from defining Christianity by doctrine, to defining it by piety. In
Awash in a Sea o f Faith, Jon Butler denies that there was any such thing as a “First Great Awakening,”
calling it an “interpretive fiction”; rather, the Whitefield campaign was simply another in a long series
of episodic revolts against church hierarchy. Richard Bushman, on the other hand, sees the First Great
Awakening as a discrete movement centered on the empowerment of laypeople, and thus as a
preparation for revolution.
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rich, the undeserved grace of God....[C]ome to Christ as poor, lost,
undone, damned sinners; come to him in this manner, and he will accept
of you: do not be rich in spirit, proud and exalted, for there is no
blessing attends such; but be ye poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom
o f God; they shall be made members o f his mystical body here, and
shall be so o f the church triumphant hereafter. Acknowledge
yourselves as nothing at all, and when you have done all, say, “You are
unprofitable servants”....[S]trive for an interest in his Son the Lord
Jesus Christ; take him on the terms offered to you in the gospel; accept
of him in God's own way, lay hold on him by faith.93
True faith and willing acknowledgment of sins are linked together, not merely for
sinners approaching conversion, but (as in Puritan New England) also for the already
converted. In another sermon, Whitefield addresses those who already claim Christ:
The Lord Jesus Christ knew...how desperately wicked and deceitful
men's hearts were....I think it is plain from many parts of Scripture,
that these disciples, to whom our Lord addressed himself at this time,
were in some degree converted before....Our Lord means, that though
they had already tasted the grace of God, yet there was so much of the
old man, so much indwelling sin, and corruption, yet remaining in their
hearts, that unless they were more converted than they were, unless a
greater change past upon their souls, and sanctification was still carried
on, they could give but very little evidence of their belonging to his
93 In Selected Sermons o f G eorge Whitefield, Sermon 9.
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kingdom....I believe the words may be justly applied to saints and
sinners; and as I suppose there are two sorts of people here, some who
know Christ, and some of you that do not know him, some that are
converted, and some that are strangers to conversion, I shall endeavor
so to speak, that if God shall be pleased to assist me, and to give you
an hearing ear and an obedient heart, both saints and sinners may have
their portion....If ye confess your sins, and leave them, and lay hold on
the Lord Jesus Christ, the Spirit of God shall be given you....[I]f ye go
hence without the wedding garment, God will strike you speechless,
and ye shall be banished from his presence for ever and ever. I know ye
cannot dwell with everlasting burnings; behold then I show you a way
of escape.94
In other sermons, Whitefield explicitly links detailed, careful confession of sin to the
assurance o f forgiveness that Calvin writes of, the “sure knowledge” of God:
[D]o not be afraid, for God often receives the greatest sinner to mercy
through the merits of Christ Jesus; this magnifies the riches of his free
grace.. ..[T]rue repentance will entirely change you, the bias of your
souls will be changed, then you will delight in God, in Christ, in his
law, and in his people; you will then believe that there is such a thing
as inward feeling, though now you may esteem it madness and
enthusiasm....Look back into your lives, call to mind thy sins, as many
as possible thou canst, the sins o f thy youth, as well as of thy riper
94 Ibid., Sermon 23, “Marks o f a True Conversion.”
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years; see how you have departed from a gracious Father, and
wandered in the way of wickedness, in which you have lost
yourselves, the favor of God, the comforts o f his Spirit, and the peace
of your own consciences; then go and beg pardon o f the Lord, through
the blood o f the Lamb, for the evil thou hast committed, and for the
good thou hast omitted. Consider, likewise, the heinousness of thy
sins; see what very aggravating circumstances thy sins are attended
with, how you have abused the patience of God, which should have
led you to repentance; and when thou findest thy heart hard, beg of
God to soften it, cry mightily unto him, and he will take away thy
stony heart, and give thee a heart of flesh.95
Whitefield’s revivals were not themselves the location o f those public
confessions; the traditional location of the profession was inside the church, and
Whitefield’s revivals were carried on independently of local congregations. He
preached outside, in what Mark Noll notes was a remarkable departure from usual
practice, and he “wore his Anglican ordination lightly”; even his own church affiliation
was secondary to his mission. Those convicted by his preaching went to local
churches, which saw a rapid (and temporary) rise in the numbers of people who came
to make a personal profession and join the membership.96 Nevertheless Whitefield’s
revivals did break the tradition o f “respectful silence” in religious meetings, eliciting
95 Ibid., Sermon 32,“ A Penitent Heart, the Best New Year's Gift”
96 Mark Noll, The Work We Have To Do, pp. 43-45, 54; A History o f Christianity in the United
States and Canada, p. 97. Although Noll warns against attaching too much weight to the statistics of
church membership, membership in the areas where Whitefield preached went up 400 percent during the
years of his revival.
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groans, signs, and cries from his listeners; in his own memoirs, Whitefield describes
the “roarings, agonies, screamings, tremblings, dropping-down, ravings” of his
listeners. “Thousands cried out, so that they almost drowned my voice,” he wrote, of
a meeting in Pennsylvania.”97
This was a style, as Noll points out, that was easily transported to the
frontier; and in fact revival moved west, breaking out at Cane Ridge in Kentucky.
James McGready’s Presbyterian congregation in Logan County had been praying for
revival for three years; in 1800, a camp meeting at nearby Cane Ridge drew an
attendance of thousands. These meetings too were noisy, with listeners not only
screaming and trembling, but also dancing, laughing, jerking, and barking.98 But despite
these odd manifestations, McGready, who “fathered the first frontier camp meeting,”
was thoroughly Calvinistic and orthodox, emphasizing man’s inability to turn to God
and the necessity o f God’s unilateral action on man’s behalf. The Cane Ridge revival
was held under McGready’s conviction that the job of the revivalist was to put the
reality o f sin firmly before eyes of the sinners: “[We] must use every possible means
to alarm and awaken Christless sinners from their security, and bring them to a sense
of their danger and guilt,” he wrote. And, like Whitefield, Edwards, and Calvin before
them, McGready saw the sinner’s confession of wrongdoing as a vital instrument in
producing that sense of confidence and assurance so sought after by Protestant
believers. “The poor believing sinner may now be said to have come to his right mind

or proper senses,” he concludes. “...[T]he light of the Spirit...shines into his mind.
97 Nancy Ruttenburg, “George Whitefield, Spectacular Conversion, and the Rise o f Democratic
Personality,” pp. 4 2 9 ,4 3 1 , 442.
98 Noll, History o f Christianity, p. 167; the attendance, according to Marilyn Westerkamp, was
between 10 and 20 thousand. See Women in Early American Religion, 1600-1850, p. 102.
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His heart and affections are drawn to love God upon rational and scriptural
principles.”99For McGready, the jerking, fainting, and barking were simply outward
manifestations of the sinner’s inward comprehension of his own guilt. “It is the will
o f God,” he asserted, “that the sinner should...as a guilty condemned criminal, fall at
the footstool o f sovereign mercy, crying for pardon.”100 The noisy, disruptive
responses were in themselves a public confession of sin.
Camp meeting revivalists—including Barton Stone, the protege of McGready’s
own protege—often preached a less rigorously Calvinistic message, which put more
weight on the sinner’s ability to respond. But the response remained confessional:
listeners responded to the message of grace with groans and sighs over their sin. The
camp preacher Ezekiel Cooper records that his listeners “in every part of the
congregation” were “groaning for mercy” with “streaming eyes,” while the architect
Benjamin Hemy Latrobe remarked (with some disapproval) on the “general groaning
and shrieking” that accompanied a Virginia camp meeting.101
As frontier areas were settled and towns became cities, the camp meetings
moved slowly indoors; in Methodist hands, camp meetings even developed their own
set of rules for orderly proceedings. The camp meeting itself became an institution, in
large part due to Francis Asbury’s insistence that “order, order, good order”
characterize even the outpourings of the spirit. By 1806, camp meeting rules were
observed in Baltimore, where meetings were generally held from Friday afternoon

until noon on Monday, and were advertised in advance. “Camp grounds” were set
99 John Opie, Jr., “Janies McGready, ” p. 446,450-451
100 Ibid., p. 453.
101 Hatch, Democratization, pp. 52-53.
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apart for the purpose of meetings; by the 1820s, an order of service was often
prepared ahead o f time and sometimes was printed and handed out. A regular 10 AM
sermon became part of the day’s work.102
In this setting, the public confession of sin, undertaken apart from the
conversion narrative, needed to be placed in its own particular ritual space. The
revivalist Charles Finney, trained in Presbyterian theology, adopted the Methodist
camp meeting for his own purposes.103 In his meetings, Finney also married together
the revivalist groaning over sin and the Puritan public profession, producing—perhaps
in its first widely-seen public incamation-the ritual of coming forward to confess sin
in response to gospel preaching. Finney made use of an “anxious bench,” borrowed
from the Methodists, and encouraged those in his congregation who were convicted of
sin to come forward and wrestle in prayer on it, in full view of the rest of the
attendees.104
James D. Bratt points out that Finney’s revivals fall in a transitional decade, a
time when the older model o f revivals—“extraordinary meetings” meant to “galvanize”
the hearers into “sudden, self-conscious (re-)commitment to faith”—was changing.105
Revivalism had been criticized by ministers of established Protestant churches since
the days of Edwards for overemphasizing experience, underemphasizing doctrine, and
undercutting the authority o f the local church hierarchy. But revivalism now faced a
102 Charles A. Johnson, “The Frontier Camp Meeting,” pp. 98-101.
103 Noll, A m erica’s God, p. 295.
104 Catherine A. Brekus, Strangers and Pilgrims, p. 288; also Allen C. Guelzo, “An Heir or a Rebel?
Charles Grandison Finney and the New England Theology,” p. 62. Guelzo points out that the anxious
bench may also have been borrowed from frontier Baptist practice. (It was, however, definitely not
Presbyterian.)
105 James D. Bratt, “The Reorientation o f American Protestantism,” p. 55.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

86

new challenge. With the days of early republic past, immigration was increasing, and
cities were growing. This “new American environment,” in Bratt’s words, “posed
challenges that prevailing formulas of ffee-agent individualism, of personalistic
persuasion and conversion were simply unable to meet.”106 Bratt argues that Finney’s
revival meetings were unable to deal effectively with political issues, including the
problem of slavery. An upswell in individual conversions could no longer guarantee
social renewal; confession of individual sin did nothing to change the course of
national evils.
Perhaps this sense o f growing helplessness accounts for Finney’s theology,
which remains difficult to categorize.107 Finney, although preaching an agency on the
part o f the sinner than would have choked Calvin and scandalized Edwards,
nevertheless made free use of Calvinistic terms (such as imputation and retributive
justice); Allen C. Guelzo categorizes these as “rhetorical tag lines that situate Finney
within precisely the Edwardsean Calvinism he is supposed to have repudiated.”108
Edwards, while insisting (as Calvin did) that humans had a “moral inability” to
respond freely to God, also argued that they had a natural ability to do so; therefore
the reprobate’s refusal o f God’s grace was both out of his hands and entirely his own
fault. “Edwards’s disciples were thus free to call sinners to repentance and revival on
the grounds of every sinner’s natural ability,” Guelzo concludes, “while carefully
protecting their Calvinistic integrity by insisting that total depravity ensured an utter
106 Ibid., p. 63.
107 There was “something in his theology to offend almost everyone,” as William G. McLoughlin
remarks in his introduction to Finney’s Lectures on Revivals o f Religion.
108 Allen C. Guelzo, “An Heir or a Rebel? Charles Grandison Finney and the New England
Theology,” p. 64.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

87

moral inability for repentance by sinners unaided by divine grace.”
Finney himself called sinners to “change their own hearts” (a phrase that
became the title of his most controversial and first published sermon), but, like
Edwards, Finney consistently added to these exhortations the insistence that change
could only come when God provides the agency: when the sinner confesses sin and
begs for grace, it is because God “actually works in them to will and to do.” Good
works are “our works, because we do them by our voluntary agency,” but they are
not “from ourselves, nor in any way by our own agency without God...the moving
cause of all.”109
These statements are not essentially different than those made by Calvin or
Edwards, but the rhetoric of individual responsibility is much stronger. The
confession of guilt is an assurance of God’s grace; the sinner on the “anxious bench” is
there because God is on his side. At the same time, he can now take a little bit more
pride in his choice to come down front; the walk forward to the bench showed that he
had the ability to do something to affect his own fate.
The anxious bench was also an institutionalization o f the spontaneous
moaning and weeping over sin which had been part of Protestant revivalism since
Whitefield. The organization of the Protestant revival into a regular institutions began
in the early nineteenth century after the Kentucky revivals,and continued with
Finney. I f Finney’s convicted sinners were to bark and faint, at least they had a

regular spot set aside for this activity.110 The ritual space for public confession had
109 Ibid., pp. 66, 75-76.
110 William G. McLoughlin, Jr., Modern Revivalism: Charles Grandison Finney to Billy Graham (The
Ronald Press Co., 1959), p. 87.
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now become physically set off from the rest of the congregation.
By the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the idea of “confessing” in
public began to expand, as revivalism drew affirmations of existing faith and
rededications into the ritual space of the “public confession.”
Dwight L. Moody was the most prominent revivalist to expand the activities
that took place with the ritual space set aside for public confession. The
“rationalization” of the revival reached a high point in Moody’s revivals of the 1870s
and onward. Moody, a businessman by training, “rationalized the organization of
revivals, creating a complex division of labor with specialized roles and expertise to
assure the smooth execution of every detail in the planning and execution of a
revival.”1" “He looked like a businessman,” the Reverend Lyman Abbott wrote,
approvingly, “he dressed like a businessman; he took the meeting in hand as a
businessman would.”"2
Moody’s revivals were centered in cities, a practical decision that allowed him
to reach the largest number of people possibly; such practicality was typical of
Moody, whom Marsden describes as a “pragmatic activist, determined that nothing
should stand in the way o f preaching the Gospel effectively.”"3 Moody was in the
business o f preaching the gospel. In him, the tendency of revivalists to hold their own
denominational affiliations lightly was full-blown. Moody, organizing his revivals,
became the center o f his own pseudo-denomination, a gospel empire that
encompassed a school for girls, another for boys, a Bible training school, a summer
111 Jeffrey K. Hadden, “Religious Broadcasting and the Mobilization of the New Christian Right,” p.
235.
112 Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, p. 32.
1,3 Ibid., p. 33.
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conference site, and a publishing enterprise.
Conversion was the goal of a Moody revival, as it had been for Finney and
Whitefield. But in Moody’s sermons, the boundaries of public confession expanded
to include more than just sin. The coming forward to the “anxious bench” was
transformed into an “altar call”; the movement down to the front in order to
demonstrate a change in life was still present, but Moody began to remove from it the
embarrassment o f admitting, publicly, to wrongdoing. In a Moody revival, the man or
woman who responded to the altar call was a sinner—but that sinner walked forward,
not to confess specific misdeeds, but to receive the love of Christ. The form of public
confession of sin remained, and the confession took place within the same ritual
space: a set-aside area, at the front, in the sight of all who were present. But the
“confession” itself was no longer merely o f sin. It was a “confession of faith,” an
admission o f the willingness to receive what God would give. The walk forward—the
public display of humiliation—had been transformed into a public display of humility.
This was in line with Moody’s pragmatic bent. He had no interest in
defending theological positions that might drive sinners away; his goal was to get as
many people converted as possible, by whatever means. He advertised his revivals
with handbills, posters, and newspaper ads, rather than waiting for the Holy Spirit to
produce fervour: “It seems to me a good deal better to advertise and have a full house,
than to preach to empty pew s,” he told his public. “This is the age o f

advertisement.”"4 His revival sold the gospel, offering sinners all the benefits of
conversion while downplaying the possible drawbacks to coming forward. For this
114 Bruce J. Evensen, “ ’It Is a Marvel to Many People’: Dwight L. Moody, Mass Media, and the New
England Revival of 1877,” p. 272.
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reason, he did not preach hellfire: “Terror never brought a man in yet,” he asserted.
He persuaded with storytelling and with songs, instead. “Christ’s teaching was
always constructive,” he retorted to the revivalist R. A. Torrey, who criticized him
for failing to confront error directly enough. “His method of dealing with error was
largely to ignore it, letting it melt away in the warm glow of the full intensity of truth
expressed in love.”115
The consciousness of sin lingers in the stories and songs used by Moody in
his revivals. The hymn handbook edited by Moody’s song-leader Ira Sankey features
such hymns as “Oh, to be Nothing”:
Oh, to be nothing, nothing, only to lie at his feet,
A broken and emptied vessel, for the Master’s use made meet....
Oh, to be nothing, nothing,
Painful the humbling may be,
Yet low in the dust I’d lay me
That the world might my Saviour see."6
But a convert in a Moody revival was “lying at the Master’s feet” in order to receive
grace; he was not grovelling because he had been forced to reveal the depth of his sin.
Moody’s technique o f calling for “confessions of faith” was expanded by his
spiritual heir and successor, the Protestant revivalist, Billy Sunday. Sunday, a
professional baseball player who was converted in 1887, first became the assistant o f

an evangelist named J. Wilburg Chapman and then began to preach at his own revivals.
He made use o f a strong rhetoric of redemption and grace, insisting that men and
115 Marsden, Fundamentalism and America Culture, pp. 35,44.
116 Ibid., p. 76.
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women were sinners: “The Bible declares that human nature is radically bad and the
power to uplift and change is external,” he preached, “[and] that power is not in any
man, woman, or system, but by repentance and faith in the sacrificial death o f Jesus
Christ.”117
But while he was willing to make general statements about human nature, Billy
Sunday, like Moody, declined to label individual listeners as wretched sinners. “A
man can be converted without any fuss,” he insisted. “Multitudes of men live good,
honest, upright, moral lives. They will not have much to change to become a
Christian....All God wants is for a man to be decent.”118 To walk forward in a Sunday
revival—to “hit the sawdust trail”—not only involved no humiliating confession, but
didn’t even necessarily imply conversion. Between fifty and eighty percent o f the
Sunday listeners who came forward and filled out a response card, in answer to an
altar call, checked “reconsecration”: they were already church members, coming down
to shake Billy Sunday’s hand.119 Sunday had expanded the form of public confession
yet again; now it encompassed not only confession o f sin, but also the Moodyesque
“confession of faith” and his own “confession of reconsecration.”
Revivalism, as William G. McLoughlin Jr. points out, had itself changed in the
late ninteenth and early twentieth centuries: by the time Sunday’s career began, the
recognized function o f revivalists was not to whip up religious enthusiasm, but to
“perform the routine function o f maintaining a steady rate o f church growth.”120

Sunday’s managers promised that churches who welcomed his campaigns would see
117 Billy Sunday," Food for a Hungry World,” pp. 790-791.
118 Martin, A Prophet With Honor, p. 52.
119 Martin, Prophet, p. 51.
120 McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism, p. 122.
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more people in the pews and more money in the offering plates, and provided
testimonials from other pastors: “One such minister claimed that Sunday’s revival in
his city ‘brought his church an addition of 305 members....a beautiful $20,000
home...increase of $600 in salary...two weeks added to his vacation.’”121 Sunday was
both evangelist and salesman; both the ministers he courted and the congregants he
brought into the pews were customers who needed to be satisfied.
*
At the height of Billy Sunday’s popularity, another branch of revivalism was
spreading across the west coast: Pentecostal revivalism. Pentecostalism drew
requests for healing, prayers for the filling of the Spirit, and other admissions of need
into the ritual space o f public confession.
Pentecostal revivalism can be traced back to the 1901 prayer meeting held by
Charles Fox Parham in Topeka, in which a young woman named Agnes Ozman spoke
in tongues—the first modem manifestation of glossolalia in American Protestantism.
However, the founding event of American Pentecostalism was the Asuza Street
revival of 1906, led by Parham’s one-time student William Seymour. The revival
lasted for three years and drew crowds from all over the world.
Pentecostals placed the experience of personal conversion at the very center of
their theology. The unique doctrine of Pentecostalism was the assertion that
conversion was incomplete until it was followed by the baptism o f the Holy Spirit, a

supernatural experience o f divine power that led the baptized to speak in tongues.
This baptism was a symbol for the central belief of Pentecostalism: that the
121 Qtd. in McLoughlin, M odern Revivalism, p. 419.
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supernatural was real, present, powerful, and often even visible. Grant Wacker
identifies several o f the Pentecostal beliefs that demonstrate this: in the Pentecostal
universe, demons and angels are “palpably real and always present”; miraculous
healing shows the presence of Jesus himself, and the miracles that descend during
Pentecostal worship are signs and wonders that prove the Second Coming is near at
hand.122
Many Pentecostals had two different conversion narratives to tell.
Pentecostals confessed their sins and were saved; then they confessed that they were
cold believers, and received the baptism of the Holy Spirit.123 Elaine Lawless’s study
of “holy ghost narratives” from the early 1980s demonstrates this pattern. “When I
was out in sin, I was miserable,” one woman testified, “...Since I was covered with the
precious Holy Ghost....I found peace and joy.” A Pentecostal man announced “Praise
the Lord...because one time he picked me up out of sin....I thank him for the Holy
Ghost and for the joy o f finding it in the service.” Lawless concludes, “For
Pentecostals who have determined that a Holy Ghost encounter, complete with
tongue-speaking, is a mandatory component of conversion and salvation, the narrative
accounts o f that experience have come to constitute an important function in the
complete conversion process.”12'1
Holy Ghost encounters revealed the essentially democratic underpinnings of
Pentecostalism. Any man or woman could be filled with the spirit of God; any man
122 Grant Wacker, “The Functions of Faith in Primitive Pentecostalism,” pp. 357
123 Sometimes these two confessions/conversions happen simultaneous, but the two-stage conversion
(first to saving faith, and only later to Holy Spirit-filled blessing) is more common.
124 Elaine J. Lawless, “’The Night I Got the Holy Ghost...’”: Holy Ghost Narratives and the
Pentecostal Conversion Process,” pp. 1,6-8.
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or woman could speak divine words under the influence of the Holy Spirit. Doctrine
was not dictated from above, protected by a church bureaucracy. In 1918, on the
upward wave of her career as a Pentecostal preacher, Aimee Semple McPherson told
an inquirer, “We have no doctrine. We believe in real repentance.”125
This was a slight exaggeration—Pentecostals did pay some attention to their
own theological boundaries, insisting (for example) on the reality o f the Holy Spirit
and the need for salvation—but it reflects the realities of Pentecostalism, which exalted
experience over doctrine, “anointing” over formal education, revival over ritual.
Pentecostals had no particular statement of faith and no theological handbook. The
Bible itself (the closest thing to a theological handbook available) was certainly
infallible, but could be reinterpreted and reapplied to new situations by those who
were filled with the Spirit.
The Azusa Street revival itself is an example of this flexibility; Joe Creech has
pointed out that although the actual meeting at 312 Azusa Street in 1906 had a very
limited effect on the development of Pentecostalism as a movement, it became the
“central mythic event” for thousands of Pentecostals because it was widely viewed as
a reenactment of the Acts 2 baptism of the Holy Spirit. The Bible, reinterpreted,
pointed directly at the Azusa Street revival: “Truly the Latter Rain had come,” wrote
one revivalist, about the Azusa phenomenon, “and God was doing a new thing on the
earth....The prophecy in Joel 2:28-32 was not all fulfilled at the first pentecost, for we
see...its ultimate fulfillment ushers in the return of the Lord.”'26
Nor did Pentecostals have officials to keep their theological statements within
125 Edith Blumhofer, Restoring the Faith, p. 165.
126 Joe Creech, “Visions o f Glory,” pp. 406-407,423.
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set boundaries. As a decentralized movement, Pentecostalism allowed thousands of
revivalists—both men and women—to carry on their work without any connection a a
conventional church order. Among Protestants it was, in the words of Virginia Lieson
Brereton, the “religious experience that was least amenable to organization and
education.”127 As Nathan Hatch and Jon Butler have demonstrated, Pentecostalism
had its roots in nineteenth-century revivalism, a movement led by such preachers as
Lorenzo Dow, who asserted that all men are “bom equal” in religion as well as in
politics: “By what rule of right can one man exercise authority with a command over
others?” Dow demanded, with his finger pointed at the religious authorities of his day.
And that revivalism itself grew out of the eighteenth-century religious revivals marked
by a diversity o f doctrines, often existing side by side in the same communities and
sometimes in the same religious gatherings.128
The experience o f speaking in tongues was central to the Pentecostal
experience, in part, because it expressed the ability of the individual believer to carry
divine meaning within his own mouth. Uttering a message in an unknown tongue
made the believer into a site o f revelation; the believer who interpreted the message of
another, taking the unknown language and turning it into English, was taking control
over the revelation given to another. Both were acts of control over God-given words.
The Spirit-filled believer controlled Pentecostal theology; theology did not put
constraints on the believer. And that Spirit-filled believer could be any man or
woman.
127 R. Marie Griffith, G o d ’s Daughters, pp. 128-130; Virginia Lieson Brereton, Training G od’s Army,
pp. 12-13.
128 Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization o f American Christianity, pp. 34-40; Jon Butler, Awash in a
Sea o f Faith, pp. 178-193.
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As the revivalists were making the form of public confession-the “coming
forward”--less and less demanding, Pentecostals were practicing their own form of
“coming forward.” Certainly sinners could be converted at a Pentecostal meeting, but
it was just as likely that believers would come forward to receive the additional
benefit o f Spirit baptism.
In addition, Pentecostal meetings frequently featured calls for the sick to come
forward and be healed. Both kinds of altar calls were frequent in Aimee Semple
McPherson’s meetings. Edith Blumhofer describes a 1919 meeting, one of many, in
which “hundreds flocked to the stage to pray for their baptism with the Spirit.”129 In
her autobiography, McPherson described the phenomenon: “Down they went right
and left, between the seats, in the aisles, in front of the chancel rail, up on the
platform. Oh, Glory!”130 When McPherson invited the sick to come forward so that
she could pray for miraculous healing, so many poured to the front that she began to
hold special, healing-only services.131
By the late 1920s, the call to “come forward” and admit some sort of lack (a
lack which did not necessarily involve actual commissions of sin) was a regular
element in revival services, both Pentecostal and non-Pentecostal. People poured
down to the front of packed meetings, in full view of friends, neighbors, and strangers,
to confess that they were cold or backslidden, in need of rededication, in need of
healing or Holy Ghost filling. The ritual o f public confession had become increasingly

familiar to America’s Protestant population, increasingly easy to partake in,
129 Blumhofer, Aimee Semple McPherson, p. 148.
130 The autobiography This is That, p. 94; qtd. by Mavity, Sister Aimee, p. 46.
131 Blumhofer, Aimee Semple McPherson, p. 152.
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increasingly focused on lack rather than deliberate sin, increasingly free of guilt and
humiliation, and increasingly separate from the conversion narrative.
*

Meanwhile, Catholic confessional practice had remained both private and
narrowly focused on sin: not just a lack in the sinner, but transgressions, over which
the sinner was expected to feel sorrow and regret.
The Council o f Trent, faced with the Reformation’s attempt to subvert the
institutional church, laid emphasis on the importance of confession and the priest’s
declaration of absolution as an institutional practice that brought forgiveness.132
Necessary for absolution was the sinner’s admission of personal guilt, and sorrow
over its presence: “Contrition, which holds the first place among the acts of the
penitent, is sorrow o f heart and detestation for sin committed, with the resolve to sin
no more.”133 Contrition was pure sorrow over the mere presence of sin; contrition that
was merely brought about by fear of punishment was labelled “attrition,” and was
deemed a lesser kind o f sorrow.
The Council declared that while contrition alone could bring forgiveness,
attrition could also open the door to grace, provided that it was combined with the
sinner’s full participation in the sacrament of confession.

Protestant reformers had

declared that no fallen man could ever hope to achieve complete and full confession;
the Council of Trent responded by constructing a way for sinners to reach a judicial, if
not actual, assurance that they had satisfied God’s requirement o f repentance. When

132 W. David Myers, “Poor, Sinning Folk," pp. 108-109.
133 Council o f Trent, Session XIV, c. 4.
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the priest declared absolution, the confession was declared adequate.154
In the years that Protestant confession began its journey toward the public
sphere, the Catholic practice of confession continued to focus on the private
interaction between priest (as representative of the church) and sinner, toward the
end of the nineteenth century, as scholasticism rose to dominance in Catholic
education and in Catholic leadership,155 this focus grew even tighter. When it came to
sin and repentance, scholasticism emphasized that perfection could follow on careful
obedience to the authority of the Church.156
And in the years that Protestant confession was moving away from its
association with conversion, Catholic confession continued to emphasize confession
of sin as a prerequisite for receiving the justifying forgiveness of God. A 1665
manual for penitents that appeared in France, The Instruction o f Youth in Christian
Piety, emphasized that forgiveness increased as shame increased: “With regard to
God,” the manual decreed, “[complete confession] will be a means o f meriting from
him more to bring about your more perfect conversion. These graces he will
communicate to you in proportion as he shall see you humbled before him.” 157 It is
this emphasis on “more perfect conversion”--confession as a private, ongoing quest to
receive the greatest possible infusion of God’s grace-that continued on into the
nineteenth and early twentieth century.

134 Myers, Sinning Folk, pp. 110-111.
135 The 1879 papal encyclical A eternipatris called for a greater emphasis on the teachings o f Thomas
Aquinas, originator o f the scholastic philosophy.
136 Christopher Lynch, Selling Catholicism, p. 19-20.
137 Heggen, Confession, p. 43; Charles Gobinet, The Instruction o f Youth in Christian Piety, p. 51.
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CHAPTER THREE

Confession Goes Live:
The Fundamentalist Takeover of the Airwaves

The act of confession now occupied a new ritual space; it had moved from the
confessional to the relatively public arena of the Protestant congregation, and from
there to the even more visible stage of the revival tent “altar.” The act of confession
had also expanded to include not only admissions of wrongdoing but also affirmations
of faith, rededications, requests for healing, and pleas for Holy Ghost filling.
Now this broadened performance of confessional rituals moved to the national
stage, where it became familiar to an even wider (and partly secular) audience. This
heightened visibility was in large part the result of fundamentalist Protestant and
Pentecostal domination of religious programming on radio and television—a
domination rooted in the early twentieth-century clash between
fundamentalist/Pentecostal and mainline Protestant religion.
*

One of the earliest regular religious broadcasts was Pentecostal in flavor. Two
years before her alleged kidnapping, Aimee Semple McPherson began a weekly
program on the radio station KFSG (which was owned and operated by Angelus
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Temple).
McPherson had made her first steps into radio months earlier. In April of
1922, she had been invited to preach her initial radio sermon on a San Francisco radio
station. When she finished, the switchboard was lit up with calls-proving, as Edith
Blumhofer notes, that “her invisible audience had indeed been large and far-ranging.”138
As an agent o f the Gospel, working to bring the return o f Christ, McPherson
seized onto the possibility o f communicating directly with that invisible and
enormous army of followers. She preached several more times on a Los Angeles radio
station before deciding that Angelus Temple needed a radio transmitter of its own.
By 1923, she had begun a donation drive for the needed funds, using the Temple
magazine The Bridal Call to reach her loyal followers. “These are the days...when the
impossible has become possible!” she wrote in its pages. “Days more favorable than
any that have ever been known for the preaching of the blessed Gospel of our Lord
and Saviour, Jesus Christ! Now, the crowning blessing, the most golden opportunity,
the most miraculous conveyance for the Message has come-The Radio!” Lest
anyone doubt that radio was yet another tool for the bringing in of a new age, these
calls for donations were accompanied by a drawing of the Angelus Temple, shining
like the sun and bracketed by radio towers, with multitudes shoving toward it as if it
were the pearly gates into heaven. [Illus. 3.1 on p. 101: Angelus Temple]

138 Blumhofer, McPherson, p. 183.
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The drive for contributions succeeded. By 1924, Angelus Temple had its own
broadcasting studio and its own station, KSFG. McPherson began regular broadcasts
in February with a full program of music, readings, children’s stories, and complete
church services.139
Radio’s technological fit with the Pentecostal desire to hasten the millennial
age by preaching the gospel worldwide was so perfect that Pentecostals found it easy
to identify the radio as a tool of the Spirit. James Carey argues that the dominant
American understanding of broadcast media has been the “transmission model.” The
word transmission itself is borrowed from the world of transportation: the
“transmission” o f goods is their movement through space. In the same way,
“transmission” by radio moves information through space. In America, Carey writes,
the extension of information through space—like the extension o f the Christian

139 Tonya Hangen, Redeeming the Dial, pp. 55-56; Los Angeles Times, Feb. 5, 1924, p. A 16.
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European society itself into the new, “pagan” world—carries with it the belief that
“movement through space was an attempt to establish and extend the kingdom of
God, to create the conditions under which godly understanding might be realized, to
produce a heavenly though still terrestrial city.”140
In the 1920s, Pentecostal evangelists immediately seized upon radio
transmission as “divinely inspired for the purposes of spreading the Christian
message farther and faster, eclipsing time and transcending space, saving the heathen,
bringing closer and making more probably the day of salvation.” McPherson herself
viewed her radio station practically as the voicebox of God. When Herbert Hoover,
then Secretary o f Commerce, temporarily blocked McPherson’s broadcasts in 1927
because she was wandering off her assigned wavelength, she sent him an indignant
telegram:
PLEASE ORDER YOUR MINIONS OF SATAN TO LEAVE MY
STATION ALONE STOP YOU CANNOT EXPECT THE ALMIGHTY
TO ABIDE BY YOUR WAVE LENGTH NONSENSE STOP
Aimee Semple McPherson’s early grasp of the potential of radio for the
extension of her ministry was shared not only by her Pentecostal colleagues but by
ministers from other Protestant denominations-but overwhelmingly, those ministers
who belonged to the particular wing of Protestantism known as fundamentalism. The
theological debates o f the 1920s had yielded two distinct branches o f Protestant

Christianity, mainline and fundamentalist: two kinds of Protestants divided not only
by their views of Scripture and their take on modernism, but by their understanding of
140James W. Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 16.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

103

how the gospel should be spread.
Fundamentalists drew their name from The Fundamentals, a four-volume
collection o f essays published in 1909 under the direction of Moody disciple R. A.
Torrey. According to these essays, which were welcomed by conservative Protestant
ministers across the country, the five “fundamentals” of the Christian faith were the
inerrancy o f Scripture (which implied a literal reading of both the Old and New
Testaments), the virgin birth of Christ, justification of sinners by the death of Christ,
Christ’s bodily resurrection, and the historical reality of miracles. As an adjunct to
this, fundamentalists were convinced that America had fallen away from a previous
shared Christian faith, and that personal evangelism leading to conversion was the
only Biblical method o f bringing the United States back to godliness.
George Marsden points out that by 1920, the “conservative evangelical
community” (his term for those evangelicals who agreed with The Fundamentals) had
by and large come to agree with the militant Presbyterian writer David S. Kennedy
that although America was “bom o f moral progenitors and founded on an eternally
moral foundation....purified by fire, and washed in blood,” her Christian character was
under assault. According to Kennedy, modem critical thought (for example, the
historical-critical methods that viewed Scripture merely as a product of man’s
creativity) was “poisoning and overthrowing” the Biblical influences which made
America great; the only way to avoid collapse was for America to “return to her

standard of the word o f God. She must believe, love and live her Bible....America is
narrowed to a choice. She must restore the Bible...[and] revive and build up her moral
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life and faith, or else she might collapse.”141 This was the resurrection of the old
Puritan revivalism, in which conversion of the individual could lead to the renewal of a
nation. The fundamentalist call for individual renewal was also a call for the
conversion of America--or, more accurately, the re-conversion.
Meanwhile, mainline Protestants welcomed many of the innovations of
modernism, including the insights of Biblical higher criticism, which encouraged much
less dependence on literal readings of Scripture. As both George Marsden and Grant
Wacker point out, the militant fundamentalism of the 1920s was a direct response to
the spreading influence of “modernist thinking” which, in the hands of mainline
Protestants, shaped a “New Theology.” New Theology pastors were “persuaded
that God is immanent in the process of modem culture” and were committed not only
to Biblical higher criticism but also to “a progressive view of history, and the notion
that contemporary science and philosophy are in some sense normative for Christian
theology.”142 Mainline ministers were much more likely to concentrate on social action
and reform, rather than individual conversion, as the preferred way to make the good
news o f Christ known.
Essentially, mainline and fundamentalist methods of spreading the gospel were
grounded in two distinctly different views of human nature. Fundamentalist readings
of the Old Testament yielded an Augustinian view of each individual soul as fallen,
141 Qtd. in George Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, pp. 158-159.
142 Grant Wacker, “ The Holy Spirit and the Spirit of the A ge in American Protestantism, 1880-1910,”
p. 46. George Marsden offers a helpful definition: fundamentalists were “traditional evangelicals” who
had “declared war” on the “modernizing trends” that led mainline preachers to “tone down the offense to
modem sensibilities o f a Bible filled with miracles and a gospel that proclaimed human salvation from
eternal damnation only through Christ’s atoning works on the cross” ( Reforming Fundamentalism, p.
4). Joel Carpenter defines fundamentalism as prioritizing theological truth above all else, and lists the
five distinctives o f fundamentalist theology in Revive Us Again, pp. 4-6, 13-16.
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self-serving and self-deceived. The evils of society were due to the evil nature of the
individuals who made up society; therefore, the way to ameliorate social ills was to
convert each individual man, one by one. Modernists, on the other hand, were willing
to accept the new insights of social scientists who suggested that men were formed by
their social surroundings, rather than vice versa. In tackling social ills directly,
mainline thinkers were also attempting to redeem individual human souls—by
removing the social evils that were seen as the source of individual wrongdoing.
This clash in gospel-spreading methods lay at the center o f a
mainline/fundamentalist struggle over the right to use radio and television. Mainline
preachers, less suspicious of scientific advance than their fundamentalist brethren,
seemed the natural beneficiaries of the new technologies. Yet a series of complex
interactions between the two branches of Protestantism yielded ultimate control of
the airwaves to the fundamentalists.
The approach of mainline Protestants to religious broadcasting was, in the
early decades of the twentieth century, largely shaped by the desire of mainline
ministers to distance themselves from preachers with revivalist ways—in other words,
fundamentalists. In the first official “religious broadcast,” which took place in
Pittsburgh in 1921, the rector of the mainline Calvary Episcopal Church preached on
a text from II Samuel. The text described a battle in which part o f David’s army was
lost in the woods, and the Reverend Van Etten’s charge to listeners at the end o f the

sermon was, “When you are lost in the woods, follow the rule of the road—choose the
better road at every fork.”143 There was no emphasis on the redeeming work of Christ,
143 Milter, “Radio and Religion,” p. 136. Note the lack o f emphasis on the work of Christ, personal
conversion, or any kind of activism, and the emphasis on making “right choices” as central to religion.
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let alone personal conversion; rather, Van Etten preferred to emphasize the divinity
and capability within each man. In contrast, when fundamentalist revival preacher
Paul Rader made his first religious broadcast in the summer of 1922, he began by
announcing that “one hundred thousand sinners within the sound of my voice” would
be saved by the program’s end.144
In their reluctance to be identified with fundamentalist preachers, mainline
Protestant tended to emphasize education (which might ameliorate social ills) over
“gospel preaching” (which emphasized individual conversion). In 1923, the mainline
Protestant journal The Christian Century suggested that religious broadcasting was
valuable because it could act as an “inconvenience to religious narrowness” (a code
name for fundamentalism, which insisted that only those who believed in the
“fundamentals” o f the faith were truly Christian) and hasten the day of universal
ecumenicism: “Vast congregations, without thought of name or creed, repeat the
Lord’s Prayer after the minister and hear his sermon, critically but intelligently,” the
Century declared. “...The new invention...is likely to work many a change in
preaching style, in religious attitudes, and in the coming of a more catholic
consciousness to the church of Christ.” The Century even went so far as to suggest
that services without sermons (and their attendant altar calls) were most likely to
meet this goal.145
Far from view ing the new technology as a way to convert all nations to the

“fundamentals” o f the Christian faith, mainline ministers saw it as a way to dilute the
144 Hangen, p. 43.
143 “The Radiophone and Preaching,” The Christian Century, 22 March 1923, p. 344; “The Radio an
Inconvenience to Religious Narrowness,” 16 August 1923, p. 129; “Religious Radio Programs Need
Much Improvement,” 16 February 1944, p. 197; Schultze, pp. 118-119.
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influence o f fundamentalism. In 1927, a committee of mainline ministers
recommended to the new National Broadcasting Company that five principles govern
all religious broadcasting. The first three were designed to block evangelistic
preaching: religious broadcasting should serve “national agencies of great religious
faiths...as distinguished from...small group movements”; programs should be
“nonsectarian and nondenominational”; sermons should be “of the widest appeal” and
deal with only “the broad claims of religion.” In case a fundamentalist evangelist
should wiggle through the fence, however, the fifth principle would serve as an
impenetrable wall: “National religious messages should only be broadcast by the
recognized outstanding leaders of the several faiths as determined by the best counsel
and advice available.”146
What was at issue was the use of limited airtime available for religious
broadcasts. The national networks did not accept paid religious programming; instead
they set aside a certain number of “public service” hours for religious broadcasts.
These limited “public service” hours were promptly monopolized by the “recognized
outstanding” Protestant leaders, who were all mainline preachers. Thus, the airtime
allotted by the major networks for religious broadcasts was kept well out of the hands
of their fundamentalist, conversion-preaching competitors-and was also blocked to
Pentecostals, who certainly did not qualify as “recognized outstanding leaders”
preaching “nonsectarian” messages. Harry Emerson Fosdick, minister of First
Presbyterian Church in New York, put the fears of his mainline colleagues into words.
“The air will be full o f sermons in any case,” he told a fellow minister. “The query is
146 Miller, “Radio and Religion,” p. 137.
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only whose sermons will be on the air. It is needless to name those representing a
type o f Christianity which you and I do not believe in. Ought we to leave the air to
their monopoly? I do not believe we should.”147
In 1938, at a banquet hosted by officials of NBC, Fosdick repeated the
principles that had now become articles of faith for mainline broadcasting: “What one
says on the air must be universal, catholic, inclusive, profoundly human,” Fosdick
said, in his speech to the gathering. And then he added a pointed reference to self
identified “fundamentalists”: “Who of us has not grown to be a greater man with a
stronger grasp on the fundamentals because he has been talking to a continental
congregation where he could not rely on interest in particularism but had to strike the
great notes and call attention to the wide horizon?”148
But while mainstream ministers were using the radio to genteelly educate the
ecumenically inclined, Protestant fundamentalists and their Pentecostal brethren were
waging a holy war across the airwaves. Both groups of preachers believed that the
ideological conflicts of the twentieth century were the visible ripples of an invisible
battle between good and evil; both saw the conversion of listeners as central to the
victory of the kingdom of heaven.
Reading the Book of Revelation literally, and making use of wartime rhetoric
inherited from the years of the first World War, fundamentalist preachers interpreted
the fundamentalist-modemist controversy as a manifestation o f the ongoing battle

between God and Satan, a battle which would end with the destruction of the corrupt
147 Robert Miller, Harry Emerson Fosdick, p. 384. Fosdick began preaching in 1924 from the
headquarters o f RCA, which he proudly called the “temple o f established culture”; in 1927, he moved
to NBC and began a weekly Sunday afternoon program called “National Vespers.”
148 Robert Miller, Fosdick, p. 379.
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world and the recreation of the new heavens and the new earth. This new heaven and
earth would be a return o f that past golden age: a recreated Eden, a brand new universe
that nevertheless was a return of the old. Each sinner converted moved the universe
that much closer to the ultimate triumph of God—and the ultimate defeat o f Satan.
The preaching o f the gospel to the entire world would hasten that defeat; the
enormous reach of radio made it a technology that could help bring about the new
heavens and new earth. In 1937, the evangelist William H. Foulkes wrote, “There is
something so uncanny and far-reaching in the persuasiveness of the radio waves that
to the Christian it might well become another Pentecost.” Ten years later, the
Lutheran evangelist Eugene Bertermann announced, “We who are Christians know
that in God’s design the radio has been invented particularly for the use of His Church
and the upbuilding of His kingdom.” 149
Fundamentalist preachers, largely blocked from making use of the time set
aside for religious broadcasting by the national networks (which sent their
programming to local affiliates all over the country, thus guaranteeing national
exposure), went directly to local stations. Each of these stations covered only a single
geographical area—but unlike the national networks, they were willing to hand over
large chunks o f airtime in exchange for cash. Fundamentalist institutions such as the
Bible Institute o f Los Angeles (BIOLA) and Moody Bible Institute even built their
own stations. A Sunday School Times directory o f conservative Protestant radio
programs, published in 1932, lists over four hundred, all on local stations.
149 Eugene Bertermann, “The Radio for Christ,” United Evangelical Action (March, 1949) p. 3;
William H. Foulkes, qtd. in Jesse M. Bader, ed., The Message and M ethod o f the New Evangelism,
p. 230; Schultze, pp. 63-64.
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In 1930, the independent fundamentalist minister Charles E. Fuller began
broadcasting from his church on a small station owned by his alma mater, the Bible
Institute o f Los Angeles; in 1934, he moved to the larger station KNX. But KNX
was bought by CBS in 1936—and since CBS did not allow paid religious programming,
Fuller was once again without a platform.
Blocked, Fuller spent a few furious months negotiating with other networks.
Finally, he convinced the Mutual network to buy the program under the title “The
Old Fashioned Revival Hour,” although not all Mutual affiliates were willing to run
it.'50
In 1938, Fuller went on a cross-country evangelistic tour and held stadium
revivals—not just to convert sinners but also to convince his audiences to time into his
radio hour so that yet more sinners might be brought to faith.151 By 1939, constant
touring and preaching had boosted Charles Fuller’s “Old-Fashioned Revival Hour” to
national prominence: it ran on 152 local stations and Mutual affiliates, with five
million listeners. Five years later, the program was on 575 local stations, with twenty
million listeners world-wide.
Using the rhetoric o f war, Charles Fuller compared Americans to “soldiers in a
foxhole,” waiting for the rescue of the gospel: “Because of conditions in this warweary and sin-sick old world,” he wrote in 1942, “....people are thinking more than
ever o f eternal things, and in the hearts of the unsaved there is...a greater openness to
the Gospel than I have ever seen before....Another thing-the rubber shortage and the
130 Hal Erickson, Religious Radio and Television in the United States, 1921-1991 (McFarland & Co.,
1992), p. 83.
131 Philip Goss, “’We Have Heard the Joyful Sound’: Charles E. Fuller’s Radio Broadcast and the Rise
o f Modem Evangelicalism,” pp. 69-70.
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gas rationing means that more people are at home now with ears to the radio,
LISTENING. Oh, friends, what a doubly rich opportunity God has given us—to
reach by radio...that great army of those who need the comfort of Scripture in those
days.”152 In Fuller’s holy war, sinners were continually called to conversion; each
broadcast opened with a choir singing the hymn “Jesus Saves”:
Sing above the battle strife,
Jesus saves! Jesus saves!
By his death and endless life,
Jesus saves! Jesus saves!
... Shout salvation full and free,
Highest hills and deepest caves;
This our song of victory—
Jesus saves! Jesus saves!
Fundamentalist preachers, attempting to converting the wicked in order to
defeat Satan and bring a new heaven and earth, found themselves in the same foxholes
as their Pentecostal brethren. Fundamentalists tended to view Pentecostals with
suspicion, since the Pentecostal insistence that divine revelation could come by
tongues and prophecies tended to undercut the fundamentalist insistence that
Scripture was the only guide to truth. Nevertheless, many Pentecostals did ascribe to
the inerrancy o f Scripture, despite their willingness to add to it, and the rhetoric of
Pentecostal leaders often matched the antimodemist pronouncements of
fundamentalists: “I believe in the plenary inspiration of the Scriptures,” an early
152 Goss, p. 72.
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Pentecostal leader declared, “I detest and despise...this higher criticism, rationalism,
and this seeking on the part of ungodly professors to do away with objectionable
parts of the Word of God, and as fire-baptized people we stand on the whole Book,
hallelujah!”153 Like fundamentalists, Pentecostals placed the experience of personal
conversion at the very center of their theology, even if this personal conversion came
in two phases. And, most centrally, Pentecostals also believed that the world was a
battleground between God and Satan.
Like fundamentalists, Pentecostal preachers also went directly to local
stations. Aimee Semple McPherson’s broadcasts from the Angelus Temple tower in
the 1920s and 1930s were followed by scores of other Pentecostal broadcasts from
other local stations; Pentecostal evangelists, such as William Branham and Kathryn
Kuhlman, were able to vault to the same level of national exposure as Charles Fuller
and other non-Pentecostal fundamentalists. A casual listener in the 1930s, flipping
through the dial, was far more likely to come across a local fundamentalist or
Pentecostal broadcast than a genteel, national, mainline message.
*
The arrival o f television on the broadcast scene sharpened the competition
between mainline and fundamentalist/Pentecostal programming. But religious
programming on television was pioneered not by Protestants, but by a Catholic
priest: Fulton J. Sheen, who hosted the first religious television series, Life Is Worth
Living.
Catholic radio broadcasts had fallen into easy alignment with mainline
153 Wacker, “Functions of Faith,” p. 365

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

113

Protestant programming, thanks to the willingness of mainline leaders to recognize
Catholic priests as qualifying for the category of “recognized outstanding leaders of
the several faiths,” and thus eligible to broadcast “national religious messages.” In
return, Catholic programming was overwhelmingly oriented not toward conversion
but toward education, making it compatible with mainline mores.
Given access to the national networks, Catholic broadcasters, unlike
fundamentalist and Pentecostal evangelists, had not been forced to scramble for local
programming. Catholic priest Charles Coughlin began a regular national broadcast in
1926 and gained a huge audience (he lost this some years later when he was dropped
by the major networks after making a series of racist remarks but was able to take his
program to a number of local radio stations, keeping much of his listenership).154 In
1928, the Paulist Fathers sponsored a series of radio talks given by Fulton J. Sheen,
an ordained priest who held two doctorates in philosophy and theology and taught at
Catholic University. Two years later, Sheen’s frequent appearances became a regular
radio program, The Catholic Hour.151 “It is the Church...as she lives, thinks, feels,
worships,” enthused the journal Catholic World, in 1934.156 The programs, like those
offered by mainline Protestants, were designed to educate listeners—and did not
include any calls for conversion.
Sheen’s radio presence shifted to television in 1952, when Life Is Worth Living
became the first religious television program to airing regularly. Like his radio

appearances, Sheen’s television program was compatible with the mainline Protestant
154 Lynch, Selling Catholicism, pp. 20-21; Coughlin was dropped not for being Catholic, but for being
pro-Mussolini, pro-Hitler, and anti-Semitic.
155 Ibid.
156 “The Catholic Hour,” Catholic World February 1934, p. 611; Schultze, p. 132.
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position on what broadcasting should accomplish; it was aimed at general religious
education, not conversion. Visually, Sheen positioned himself in the Catholic
universe. He wore his bishop’s cope on the air, and a crucifix or Madonna was
always clearly visible behind him as he spoke. But although his talks were clearly in
line with Catholic teachings, Sheen did not directly discuss Catholic doctrine.157 Other
Catholic priests criticized him for this omission, but he answered: “If the seed falls
they have 52,000 branch offices of the Catholic Church where they can get
instructions.” His job was not to convert, but to enlighten; if enlightenment then
brought his listeners to conversion, Sheen did not feel the need to know about it.158
A typical sermon from Life is Worth Living, “How to Have a Good Time,”
begins with quotes from Seneca and Samuel Johnson. Sheen then presents his central
thesis: “The truth of the matter is that the greatest pleasures and joys come when we
are unconscious o f time.” He covers various false or neurotic ways of escaping time
(opiates, surrounding oneself with noise) and finishes by offering an alternative.
There are three conditions, Sheen says, that are necessary for happiness: endless life,
the possession o f timeless truth, and timeless love. These are found only in the
definition o f God, and so “the possession of God is happiness.” 159
Sheen’s success was phenomenal. He was on the cover of Time magazine; he
won an Emmy; and, in the ultimate proof of success,160he was approached by secular
American companies who offered to sponsor his program in return for being
157 Lynch, Selling Catholicism, p. ix.
158 Lynch, Selling Catholicism , p. 24.
159 Fulton J. Sheen, “How to Have a Good Time,” pp. 835, 840.
160 He also earned a place o f dubious honor in the folk song, “Did you ever think when a hearse goes
by,” in the section describing what happens to the dead body when “the worms go in, the worms go
out”: “Your hair turns white, your skin turns green; you start to look like Bishop Sheen...”
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associated with him in the public eye.161 When his program ended in 1957, he returned
at four different times in the next ten years to host other successful series.
Mainline Protestant use of the airwaves followed Sheen’s lead. On television,
as in radio, mainline Protestants involved themselves in educational programs with a
wide intended audience: discussion shows, in which theologians talked about “religion
in daily life”; religious drama; and Bible stories.162
The national television networks, like the national radio networks, did not
accept payment for religious programming, and once again fundamentalist and
Pentecostal preachers found themselves forced to buy time on local stations to get
their messages out. As they had on radio, “recognized” Protestant leaders joined
Catholics in dominating the time set aside for religious broadcast by the national
networks.
In effect, conversion-centered religious programming had been effectively
segregated, pushed into strictly local markets. But this strategy backfired in a
spectacular fashion, leading to an almost total domination of the airwaves by
fundamentalist and Pentecostal preachers.
Mainline domination of the airwaves began to disintegrate when mainline
leaders decided that it was inappropriate for them to buy airtime; instead, they should
continue to rely on the free time provided by the national networks. In fact, on this
issue mainline Protestants departed somewhat from the company o f their Catholic

colleagues; the Christian Century, the most widely distributed voice of mainline
Protestantism, was sharply critical of Fulton Sheen for accepting commercial
161 Lynch, Selling Catholicism, p. 24.
162 Alexander, Televangelism Reconsidered, p. 59.
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sponsorship.163This attitude was reflective of the conclusions reached by the mainline
Study Commission on the Role of Radio, Television, and Films in Religion, formed by
the National Council o f Churches in 1958. The Study Commission concluded that
religious programming would be debased if it were sold to the highest bidder.
The Commission’s deliberations were laid out 1960 in the publication The
Church in the World o f Radio-Television, written by then-NCC secretary John
Bachman. “Does it really make any difference whether stations control programming
or whether it is controlled through advertisers and their agencies?” asks Bachman. He
concludes that it does matter. Since television and radio are providing a public service
by broadcasting content on frequencies “belonging to the public,” stations have the
duty and responsibility to provide programming which will “enable” the “average
American...to understand and perform his increased duties as a citizen.” But if
advertisers have control o f programming, they may choose to broadcast content that
instead “satisfy the tastes o f the largest possible numbers,” so that they can sell more
goods and services.164
Lying behind this is an implicit conflict between what American listeners
ought to watch, and what they will choose to watch if given the chance. Bachman
skates carefully around the implied elitism here: “There is nothing inherently wrong
with programs which attract large audiences,” he insists. “Some of the most
worthwhile broadcasts on the air attract substantial numbers of listener-viewers. But
there are different ways o f attracting people, and the easiest ways may be debasing.
To attract people to better programs may require years of exposure—a difficult
163 Lynch, Selling Catholicism, p. 135.
164 John Bachman, The Church in the World o f Radio-Television, pp. 42-44.
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requirement for a medium oriented to immediate sales results.” And in order to sell
goods, advertisements too often play on weaknesses such as “fears about
nonconformity, anxiety over security, narcissism, reluctance to face some of the
necessary but disagreeable chores of life and excessive emulation of the Joneses....A
continuous barrage of such commercials could conceivably create an unhealthy climate
of exaggeration and deceit within which there would be such loss of mutual confidence
and trust that the entire social structure would be seriously affected.”165
While the National Council of Churches was wringing its hands and worrying
about debased social structures, fundamentalists and Pentecostals were out using
television to reach the largest number of listeners possible. Rather than posing as
elitist guardians o f a higher culture, these preachers put themselves, democratically, on
the level o f their listeners. They provided entertainment, spectacle, and hope in equal
measure, and they did not hesitate to seek commercial sponsorship—or to ask for
contributions from their listeners. They treated radio as a tool to reach the largest
possible number of hearers, recognizing that the new technology was, essentially, a
democratic one; anyone with a transmitter could reach scores of listeners, “potentially
circumvent[ing]...denominational structures by delivering the evangelical gospel to
every living human being.”166 McPherson’s own command o f the airwaves
demonstrates the power of radio to subvert the pronouncements of established
authority, whether religious or political. While D. A. Keyes accused her o f lying, she

told her radio audiences that she was being attacked by Satan: “The local district
attorney has the newspapers on his side,” H. L. Mencken commented in December of
166 Bachman, Church, pp. 59-62.
166 Schultze, p. 143.
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1926, just before Keyes was forced to drop the charges against M cPherson, “but
Aimee herself has the radio, and I believe that the radio will count most in the long
run.” 167 With radio, McPherson was able to go directly to the people.
By the early 1950s, scores o f fundamentalist and Pentecostal preachers were
raising funds and buying local television time in order to take their revivals and healing
services directly to the American public.

The Pentecostal revivalist Rex Humbard

gave up his travelling campaigns and instead built a revival center especially designed
for broadcasting his services on local television.168 In Oklahoma, Pentecostal healer
Oral Roberts began a radio broadcast in 1947 and a regular television program in 1954.
By 1958, the Roberts program was carried on 136 stations. The evangelist used his
time both to televise his healing services and to preach redemption: “Getting saved is
the only power in the whole world...that can blot out your sins and can wash your
soul whiter than snow,” he told his audiences.169
Roberts grew so popular that Life Magazine profiled him, along with another
young evangelist named Billy Graham, as one of the “new revivalists” who were
reviving the tradition of revival.170With Oral Roberts, the form of public confessionwalking down to the front in order to confess a need-reached a new height o f national
exposure.
Roberts’s services often involved two kinds of confession. The first was a
traditional call to repentance and salvation, as described by a reporter who attended a
Roberts service in person:
167 The Baltimore Evening Sun, December 13, 1926; qtd. in Blumhofer, M cPherson, pi. 296.
168 Hadden, “Religious Broadcasting,” p. 239.
169 Stephen J. Pullum, “Foul Demons, Come Out!”, p. 60.
170 Ibid., p. 47. Graham was profiled in November 1949; Roberts in May 1951.
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Then he prays: “Dear God, grant me this miracle tonight....Don’t let
[anyone]....who has heard me preach tonight, go to hell....I want every man,
every woman, every boy, and every girl here, who believes....that you may
find the forgiveness of God for your many sins...stand up on your feet!...You
who are standing...come right now. Oh, thank God, they’re coming down
every aisle! Now, lift your heads, neighbors, and see what God is doing.”
According to this report, quoted in Roberts’s autobiography, as many as five
thousand sometimes responded.171
After the call to confession and salvation, Roberts usually issued another call,
this one for healing. Roberts himself describes a typical response: “When I gave the
invitation, over three hundred came down the aisles to be saved. Following the altar
call, we announced that I would pray for as many sick as were there....More than a
thousand people rose and came forward to be healed.”172 Roberts called this the
“prayer line.”
The prayer line was an orderly, ritualized procedure. The people in line filed
in front of Roberts one at a time as he leaned down to place his hands on each one; in
this action, Roberts represented the power of God, giving blessing to those who were
willing to submit humbly.
While laying on hands, Roberts also carried on a constant flow of conversation
which emhasized the active, willing submission of the sick person to the power of
God, and sometimes also addressed the sickness as an evil that needed to be
recognized and cast out: “Brother! You got something. Go on and believe
171 Oral Roberts, The Call, p. 169.
172 Ibid., p. 95.
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God....Brother, take that home with you!....Thou foul, tormenting TB, come out of
this man! Come out of him! Come-on-out-of-him! Oh, glory! It’s coming, Brother,
did you feel that?”173
The Roberts prayer line, broadcast weekly for a number of years, was carried
on a web o f local stations that covered much of the Midwest and a good part of the
East. The prayer line took the elements of the classic Protestant public confession—
the coming forward, the admission of weakness, the submission to the preached word
of an evangelist—and placed them in an atmosphere where the sin became entirely
externalized. To come forward in the prayer line was to come forward as a penitent,
but not as one bearing blame; it was to come forward free of any admission of guilt.
Sickness, unlike sin, did not imply that the penitent had yielded to temptation. In
fact, since Roberts often characterized sickness as caused by evil spirits, to admit to
sickness was to become the battlefield between good and evil. [Illus. 3.2, on p. 121:
Roberts Prayer Line]

173 Ibid., pp. 170-171.
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This kind o f confession was even freer of embarrassment than the Moody
altar calls of sixty years before. It implied no wrongdoing on the part of the
“penitent.” Rather, the person making the confession was coming forward to occupy
the ritual space o f the confession for two purposes. In the ritual space of confession,
the “penitent” could get from God; in the early Roberts campaigns, the benefit for the
penitent was primarily physical healing, but in his later campaigns, Roberts began to
promise financial prosperity as well, a promise that became even more explicit in the
sermons of later health-and-wealth evangelists.174Furthermore, coming forward
revealed a willingness to become part of the cosmic battle between good and evil. The
sides of the ritual space of confession were proving to be flexible; it now could contain
a number of different affirmations, from out-and-out admission of evildoing to an
assertion of righteousness.
Roberts made an additional innovation in the practice of public confession; he
used television to expand the response from the congregation. In his televised
services, he would issue a call to his congregation to come forward to the ritual space
at the front of the church, either for conversion or for healing. Then he would turn to
the cameras and tell each watcher at home to symbolically join in this “altar call,”
either by placing a hand on the television and praying, or by placing “his hand on his
heart and pray[ing] either for himself or for others who needed healing.”175 By
widening the audience, television was extending the duty o f response from the

members of the Protestant congregation to a much wider segment of the population.
In the 1950s, popular Pentecostal TV broadcasts included not only Roberts’
174 See Chapter Five, “The Holy War Decade”
175 Oral Rob erts, The Call, p. 182.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

123

Hour o f Power, seen on 136 channels, but A. A. Allen’s healing services and Rex
Humbard’s Sunday services, televised from 1958 onwards in his specially-built
Cathedral o f Tomorrow, a church designed to incorporate TV equipment. Popular
fundamentalist (non-Pentecostal) broadcasts included Tim LaHaye’s The LaHayes on
Family Life, which was syndicated nationwide beginning in 1956; Dr. Wally
Criswell’s Sunday-morning sermons from First Baptist Church of Dallas, which were
televised from the early 1950s onward; and Donald Grey Bamhouse’s fifteen-minute
Bible study segments, Man to Man, which were televised beginning in 1956.'76
A third group soon joined the Pentecostal-fundamentalist axis: neoevangelicals,
the theological descendents of fundamentalists. The militant fundamentalism of the
1920s had proved unsatisfying to many conservative Protestants. In its battle against
theological liberalism, fundamentalism had also set itself against contemporary culture;
as theologian Robert M. Price has suggested, the fundamentalist “withdrawal from
the social and political arena

came as a reaction to the theological liberalism of the

“social gospel” movement.”177 Billy Sunday’s rhetoric, which places conversion and
the social gospel in opposition, is typically fundamentalist: “You cannot bathe
anybody into the kingdom of God,” Sunday roared at his congregations. “....[T]he
road into the kingdom of God is not by the bath tub, the university, social service, or
gymnasium, but by the blood-red road of the cross of Jesus Christ....Take your
scientific consolation into a room where a mother has lost her child. Try your

doctrine o f the survival o f the fittest with that broken-hearted woman. Tell her that
176 Erickson, pp. 64, 100, 112-113, 153,
177 Robert M. Price, “A Fundamentalist Social Gospel.” In Christian Century (Nov. 28, 1979), p.
1183.
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the child that died was not as fit to live as the one left alive. Where does that
scientific junk lift the burden from her heart?”178
As American popular culture absorbed more and more “scientific junk,”
fundamentalists were increasingly forced to isolate themselves from it, rejecting
science-influenced educational trends and social movements; in the words of Mark
Noll, fundamentalists had “lost the battles against evolution and the higher criticism of
Scripture” and so “had angrily opted out of mainstream academic life.”179 But a
growing corps o f younger, educated fundamentalists were increasingly discontent with
the de facto exclusion o f the fundamentalist viewpoint from mainstream American
culture. Mark Noll tracks the growing “re-engagement” of these fundamentalists with
“the main current o f American life.” Neoevangelicalism is characterized by this fusion
of fundamentalist theology with a re-engaged perspective on American culture.
Like fundamentalists, neoevangelicals affirmed the five fundamentals of the
Christian faith, as articulated during the theological battles o f the 1920s. Like
fundamentalists, neoevangelicals continued to insist that the social reformations
sought by mainline denominations could only be attained through individual
conversion: “by each member of the Church giving his own personal witness in his
own local situation....It is still the good pleasure of God to save by the foolishness of
preaching them that believe.”180Like fundamentalists, neoevangelicals believed that
modernism was potentially destructive. But unlike fundamentalists, neoevangelicals

believed that modernism should be fought from the inside; participation in mainstream
178 Billy Sunday," Food for a Hungry World,” pp. 790-791.
179 Mark Noll, “Where We Are and How We Got Here.” Christianity Today, Oct. 29, 2006.
180 Stuart Barton Babbage, “Review o f Current Religious Thought.” In Christianity Today, June 9,
1958, p. 35.
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American culture was more effective than complete rejection of it. In Douglas
Sweeney’s phrase, neoevangelicals hoped to infuse America with the Gospel, by
taking part in education, politics, and even entertainment while operating from a
conservative theological viewpoint.181 The establishment of the magazine Christianity
Today in 1956 stands as a milestone in the self-identification of these re-engaged
fundamentalists, or neoevangelicals. The purpose of the magazine, was to share “the
depth and transforming power of the Gospel as it permeates all spheres of life.”182
Christianity Today’s first editor and co-founder, Carl F. H. Henry, represented the
overlapping spheres that neoevangelicals occupied: he held a theological degree from
the fundamentalist Northern Theological Baptist Seminary, and a Ph.D. from Boston
University; he was a founding member of the National Association o f Evangelicals, a
neoevangelical association that brought Pentecostal and fundamentalist denominations
together in partnership;183and ten years earlier he had published one of the founding
documents o f neoevangelicalism, The Uneasy Conscience o f Modern Fundamentalism.
The purpose o f the book, Henry wrote, was to bring fundamentalism out of its
isolation, by criticizing the “frequent failure” of fundamentalists “to apply [the
fundamentals o f the faith] effectively to crucial problems confronting the modem
mind. It is an application of, not a revolt against, fundamentals of the faith, for which
181 Douglas A. Sweeney, “Essential Evangelicalism Dialectic.” In Church History 60:1 (Mar., 1991),
p. 71-72.
'^Christianity Today mission statement, archived online at
http://www.christianitytoday.com/help/features/ctimission.html.
183 In 1956, the NAE rolls included, among many other Pentecostal members, the Assemblies of
God,the International Pentecostal Church of Christ, and the International Church o f the Foursquare
Gospel, the denomination founded by McPherson; they were joined by over a dozen fundamentalist
member denominations, including the Christian Reformed Church in North America, the Evangelical
Free Church o f America, and the Open Bible Standard Churches.
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I plead.”'84
The other founder of Christianity Today, Billy Graham, became one o f the
most visible neoevangelicals; thanks to his high profile, he played a pivotal role in
bringing public confession onto the largest stage yet.
Graham had become the pastor of Western Springs Baptist Church in Illinois,
right after graduating from college in 1943. Under the sponsorship of the independent
evangelistic association Youth for Christ, he had conducted traditional revivals all
around the country, drawing respectable but not large crowds. A 1948 campaign in
Altoona, California, was so sparsely attended that Graham himself called it a “flop”
and considered going back to school for a Ph.D. instead o f staying on the revival trail.
Several months later, ushers at a Los Angeles meeting were forced to space the
congregation widely through the arena where he was preaching so that it would look
less empty.185
Late in 1949, however, the newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst,
who had been a supporter o f Youth for Christ for several years, heard good reports of
Graham from one o f his California editors and sent a telegram to all of his papers,
telling them to “Puff Graham.” Within weeks, Billy Graham’s revivals had been
headlined by fourteen Hearst papers; stories in Time, Life, and Newsweek followed.
The series of meetings Graham was in the middle of conducting in Los Angeles had to
be extended; they ran eight weeks instead o f three, and Graham grew so desperate for

sermon material that, in one o f the last meetings, he read Jonathan Edwards’ “Sinners
184 Carl F. H. Henry, The Uneasy Conscience o f Modern Fundamentalism (William B. Eerdmans,
1947), p. xviii.
185 Martin, A Prophet with Honor, pp. 108-109; Billy Graham, Just As I Am, pp. 134-135.
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in the Hands of an Angry God” word for word.186
Graham’s choice of the Edwards sermon revealed his determination to call
sinners to confession and redemption; his term for his evangelistic campaigns,
“Crusades,” places him squarely within the “holy war” rhetoric. In 1951, he too
entered the broadcast fray by buying local television time for a program that he called
Hour o f Decision (actually a half-hour program), produced at KTTV in Los Angeles.
However, Graham did not make his television program the center of his
outreach. Instead, he decided that the bulk of his time would be better spend on
preaching his evangelistic crusades—and broadcasting those on national television. In
this way he could use the airwaves as a revival tent that could reach many more
people than local broadcasting would. The first American crusade to be televised was
the Madison Square Garden Crusade of 1957. From this point on, Graham bought
both local and national television time two or three times per year, and used this time
to televise an edited tape of his revival services nationwide.187
The effect o f this decision was startling. By saving his money and time for
concentrated nation-wide broadcasts, Graham gained a national reputation and a
national audience that turned in in huge numbers to watch the televised crusades.
They heard Graham preach, but most of all, they saw crowds of people going forward
on television, entering that ritual space of confession in floods. According to the
evangelist’s own records, in one ten-day campaign in California, around 384,000

people attended and 20,336 came down to the front and “made a decision” to be
saved. And although the penitents came forward not only to admit sin but also to
186 Martin, Prophet, p. 118.
187 Graham, Just As I Am, pp 432-433.
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reaffirm their commitment to the Christian faith, the confession o f sin remained
central to Graham’s rhetoric: “You have to be willing to repent of your sin and receive
Christ into your heart,” he preached in one of his many evangelistic sermons. “The
Bible says, ‘He that hardeneth his heart, being often reproved, shall suddenly be cut
off, and that without remedy.’...[I]f you know you need Christ and you repent of
your sin, then receive Him by faith...”188 Graham’s words consistently re-connected
the act o f walking forward to the altar with an admission of sinfulness.
At least one o f the national networks generally cancelled regular programming
to cover the Graham crusades, which were special events viewed by as many
Americans as had tuned in to Queen Elizabeth’s coronation The sheer size of the
televised confessing crowds (which increasingly took place in huge mainstream
venues, such as stadiums, auditoriums, and even Madison Square Garden) brought
Graham’s campaigns right to the center of the American consciousness and haloed his
revivals with a mainstream acceptance that the local broadcasts o f Oral Roberts and
Rex Humbard would never achieve.
Fundamentalists, Pentecostals, and neoevangelicals (henceforth, the “new
evangelical alliance”) did not have the airwaves to themselves. In the 1950s, mainline
Protestant broadcasts were equally visible and perhaps even more widely viewed than
the programs of the new evangelical alliance (Graham’s crusades were a notable
exception). Norman Vincent Peale’s weekly program What’s Your Trouble? was
distributed by the National Council of Churches beginning in 1952; James Pike, Dean
of the Cathedral o f New York, hosted a weekly debate on ABC called “American
188 Helen W. Kooiman, Transformed, pp. 137, 130.
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Religious Town Hall” (1954-1957); CBS carried a long-running ecumenical program
sponsored by the Federal Council of Churches called Lamp Unto My Feet, which
(among other things) broadcast a series of ballets about David, Saul and Bathsheba;
and Look Up and Live, also broadcast on CBS, was produced by the National Council
of Churches for six months out of every year, after which the National Council of
Catholic Men took over for four months and the New York Board of Rabbis for the
remaining two.189
In the late 1950s, fundamentalist and neoevangelical protests over the mainline
monopoly on free broadcast time grew louder. The National Religious Broadcasters
(formed in 1944 to combat new network policies that made it almost impossible for
revivalist, conversion-oriented programming to gain significant air time) began to work
more aggressively to change broadcast policies; Christianity Today pointed out that,
going by the numbers, members of the new evangelical alliance constituted a bigger
group than mainline Protestants and so deserved approximately 63 percent of the
available public-service broadcast time.190
And then the ground abruptly shifted. In 1960, the FCC ruled that networks
could fulfill their responsibility to provide a certain amount of public service
programming by selling air time; it was not necessary to make this time free of charge.
Given that mainline denominations had criticized Fulton Sheen for accepting
commercial sponsorship and had since come out strongly against on-air fundraising,
the ruling left mainline programs without any good way to pay for the airtime that
189 Erickson, pp. 114, 118-119, 142-143.
190‘T he Scramble for Radio-TV,” Christianity Today, February 18, 1957, pp. 20-23; qtd. by Schultze,
p. 127. C T claimed that the “national constituency” of evangelicals numbered 36,719,000.
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they had previously gotten for free. Fundamentalist, Pentecostal, and neoevangelical
preachers, on the other hand, were accustomed to paying their own way by raising
funds from their listeners. By the end of the 1960s, religious programming coming
from the new evangelical alliance had almost driven mainline programming from the
airwaves.191
This programming was overwhelmingly conversion-oriented. “Christians are
swept up in the third great revolution of human history,” Christianity Today exulted
in 1966, right before the World Congress on Evangelism, held in Berlin. This
“revolution” in communication “offers worldwide information networks for
presenting our Lord to a needy audience of billions.” Television was equally
promising; two years later, Christianity Today called it “the most effective means of
penetrating closed doors and closed minds that the Church has ever had....If we fail,
the world will never find the only solution to its desperate need.” In that same year,
evangelist Jimmy Swaggart announced that he would spread the “old-fashioned
Gospel to all nations on earth” through international television broadcasts.192 By
1973, prominent Baptist minister Jerry Falwell and evangelist Elmer Towns were
demanding “saturation” of radio and TV waves, so that the gospel could be heard by
“every available person at every available time by every available means

The

church will stand accountable at the judgment seat of Christ for its failure to utilize
every means available to us to reach every creature.”193
191 Jeffrey K. Hadden, ‘T h e Rise and Fall of American Televangelism,” pp. 116-121.
192 “ New Era for Christian Communication,” Christianity Today, October 1966, p. 3, qtd. in Schultze,
p. 67; “Outreach to the Masses,” Christianity Today, September 1968, p. 35, qtd. in Schultze, p. 64;
Schultze, p. 65.
193 Jerry Falwell and Elmer Towns, Capturing a Town fo r Christ, p. 74.
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Toward the end of the late 1970s, the possibility of saturation took a leap
forward with the creation of three television networks whose sole purpose was
religious broadcasting: Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network (1961, based
in Virginia Beach, Virginia) or CBN; the Trinity Broadcasting Network or TBN,
founded by Paul and Jan Crouch and Jim and Tammy Bakker in 1973; and PTL, the
“Praise the Lord” network (also called “People that Love,”), a rival network started
by the Bakkers after they had a falling out with the Crouches and left TBN.194 These
were not local networks; they had local affiliates all across the country, meaning that a
program broadcast on any one of the three could potentially reach viewers all across
the country. For the first time, members of the new evangelical alliance could step
onto the national stage, once monopolized by mainline programming.
*

In the first years o f the twentieth century, a secular form of public confession
was also beginning to gain visibility in the United States. The development of secular
confession followed a trajectory distinct from that of religious confession. Like
religious confession, though, secular public confession staked out a place on the
airwaves.
Secular public confession developed as an aspect of psychotherapy. Until
1909, the care o f the will and emotions had belonged to priests and pastors, who had
the spiritual responsibility o f dealing with the non-physical aspects o f the person. In

his history o f psychotherapy in America, Eric Caplan points out that psychotherapy
was “virtually nowhere to be found” as late as 1907. In that year, physician David
194Hadden, “Rise and Fall,” p. 121.
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Wells wrote that a doctor needed “courage and self-reliance to openly advocate and
practice” therapeutic techniques that relied on mental, rather than physical, remedies.
Medical training equipped doctors to deal with physical symptoms only. Insofar as
physicians took notice o f mental anguish, they were taught to view it as the
outgrowth of some undiagnosed bodily condition.195
By 1909, however, the first organized American attempt to bring
psychotherapy under the umbrella of medicine had begun. The “Emmanuel
movement” started in November of 1906, when the Emmanuel Church of Boston, a
revered and socially respectable Episcopalian institution, sponsored a meeting for
“neurasthenics” (patients who had been diagnosed with “nerve diseases” that resisted
treatment) in which a physician and an Episcopalian minister both addressed the
sufferers.
This public acknowledgment that not all diseases could be treated solely by
somatic means gained an enthusiastic hearing. By 1909, similar meetings and classes
were prospering all through the United States, and ministers from other Protestant
denominations had joined in.196 Hundreds of patients attended.
The growing popularity of the joint spiritual-physical approach to
neurasthenia began to draw increasing criticism from prominent physicians. But, as
Caplan points out, this vocal opposition to the new “psychotherapy” reflects its
every-increasing visibility in the public eye.197 In the fall o f 1908, the first issue o f the
195 Eric Caplan, M ind Games, p. 3. At the beginning o f his study, Caplan helpfully defines
psychotherapy as “the deliberate and systematic effort to relieve nervous and mental symptoms without
recourse to somatic agents.” (p. 2, italics in original)
196 The participating denomination were primarily those which later became known as “mainline,” but
to refer to a mainline-fundamentalist distinction before the 1920s is slightly anachronistic.
197 Caplan, Mind Games, pp. 117-119.
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journal Psychotherapy: A Course o f Readings in Sound Psychology, Sound Medicine,
and Sound Religion appeared; it was the first journal to treat the topic, and included
articles from both physicians and clergymen. In 1909, Sigmund Freud spoke for the
first time in the United States, giving a series of lectures in Massachusetts. The
groundwork done by the Emmanuel movement guaranteed that his talks would be
reported on by the popular press.
Less than a decade later, the need to treat World War I veterans suffering from
mental trauma added momentum to the gathering popularity of psychotherapy. In his
study Psychology and American Catholicism, Kevin Gillespie points out that the
influence o f psychotherapy both on medicine and on popular culture swelled again
during World War II, when Jewish psychotherapists fleeing Nazi persecution gathered
in the United States.198
From the earliest days of the Emmanuel movement, psychotherapy was
frequently practiced in group settings. Group settings were appropriate because
much psychotherapy was based on the relatively new idea of the “social self’—a
concept championed in the 1920s and 1930s by (among others) John Dewey, Charles
Horton Cooley, and George Herbert Mead. This “new socio-psychological concept
of identity...described the individual as inseparable from the greater whole.”199 Group
therapy simply treated the individual within the context of that “greater whole.”
Psychotherapist L. Cody Marsh adopted as his slogan, “By the crowd they have
been broken; by the crowd they shall be healed.”
198 C. Kevin Gillespie, Psychology and American Catholicism, pp. 14-15.
199 Peter Phillips Sheehy, The Triumph o f Group Therapeutics: Therapy, the Social Self, and
Liberalism in America, 1910-1960, p. 25.
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The notion that the human self was formed by society was antithetical to
fundamentalists, since it reduced the Augustinian doctrine of original sin to nonsense.
It was also repugnant to Catholic theology; the privacy of the confessional was a
recognition that the soul, as an individual creation of God, needed no community other
than that o f God and the (authoritative) priest to reach a true understanding of itself.
But for psychotherapists who held to the ideas of Dewey, Cooley, and Mead,
therapy in the presence o f others made perfect sense.
This psychotherapeutic view of the self was anti-elitist; an individual whose
personality has been molded by society could hardly claim superiority over its other
members. Therapy groups were intended to function as an ideal mini-society, healing
the rifts in personality caused by earlier social influences. Thus, therapy groups were
theoretically egalitarian; in the words of therapist Trigant Burrow, one of the
movement’s founders, the group therapy model dictated “no one individual would
hold an authoritative position in relation to others.”200 Later psychotherapy manuals
compared the therapy group to a democracy and warned therapists against intervening
“too quickly or too zealously” in the natural evolution of relationships between group
members. To do so would be “to move in the direction o f an authoritarian
system...with potentially stultifying and destructive implications for the human
condition.”201
However, the absolute democracy o f the therapy group was an illusion. A
therapist—a trained authority figure—was present, guiding and controlling the
200 Ibid., pp. 29-30.
201 Bernard D. Cohen, Mark F. Ettin, and Jay W. Fidler, Group Psychotherapy and Political Reality: A
Two-Way Mirror (International Universities Press, 2002), p. 93.
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seemingly spontaneous conversation.
This unstable dynamic illustrates the discomfort a democratically inclined
people feel toward their leaders, a discomfort that both Cleveland and McPherson
attempted to allay. Cleveland’s behavior during the Halpin scandal, particularly his
willingness to pay for the support of Halpin’s child, successfully convinced a national
constituency that he would not be inclined to lord it over them should they choose to
place him in office. McPherson, whose power over her congregation depended on
their willingness to grant her leadership, cast herself as victim of kidnappers rather
than predator on a married employee. But both wielded significant power, even as
they positioned themselves on the same level as their followers. In the same way, the
therapist who guided a group had to exercise leadership while positioning himself as
one among equals: “The psychotherapist is the group’s formal, designated leader,” as
one manual puts it, “[but] the operation of a psychotherapy group....permits,
encourages, and requires of its individual participants that they too function as
leaders...”202
Each member o f the group knew the therapist’s identity, and (in principle)
accepted the therapist’s leadership: in the words of Cohen et al., “authority derives
from the consensual agreement among members in support o f the therapists’
responsibility....to take actions intended to move [the group] toward its goals.”203 Yet
a therapist who acted with too much authority might w ell face a revolt from the
group--a possibility addressed in dozens of training guides. Therapists were
encouraged to use strategic, limited confession o f their own psychological difficulties
202 Ibid., p. 96.
203 Ibid., p. 115.
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as a strategy to counter rising hostility from the group’s members: such confessions
were intended to defuse rebellion against the therapist’s authority by revealing the
therapist to be “a positively valued, capable but earthbound person,” rather than an
“Olympian being” who must be resisted and overthrown.204
Although group psychotherapy developed in theoretical independence from
the norms of Protestant worship, the group therapy session shared several central
elements with the religious public confession. While the focus of the session was the
response o f the members, the session was nevertheless controlled and guided by a
single figure recognized by the group members to be the leader, just as the confession
o f sin took place by individuals within a meeting controlled and guided by the
minister. Central to the group therapy session was its appearance of heartfelt
spontaneity; the goal of the therapist leading the group in fact shaped the group’s
response, but it was necessary, for effectiveness of therapy, that the group members
appear to be in control o f the meeting. And the willingness of the members to reveal
their shortcomings was seen, in the context of the group, to be a sign of increasing
“healing,” maturity, and mental balance.
In addition, patients in therapeutic groups and members of Protestant
congregations both possessed an odd mixture of power and demand. Within the
Protestant congregation, the sinner is faced with a demand: confess and be saved. Yet,
as a saved member o f the congregation, the Protestant worshipper immediately gains

power over his leader. He is a voluntary member of the congregation, and having
brought him into the congregation, the minister has to keep him in the pew by
204 Ibid., p. 118.
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satisfying his needs-whether those be for spiritual renewal, entertainment, intellectual
stimulation, or regular social contact with other Christians. He has become a
consumer of religious services, and since he can always take his membership (and his
contributions) elsewhere, he has the power of a customer.
The patient in the therapy group is also faced with a demand: confess that
your former way o f life was unhealthy, accept the directions given by the group and
the therapist, and get better. But as a patient who is paying the therapist’s bills, the
patient also has power. Like the Protestant worshipper, he can leave at any point if
he is unsatisfied. The therapist, like the minister, has to meet the needs of his medical
customer; the patient/consumer can always take his money and his health insurance
card elsewhere.
This dynamic became particularly exaggerated in the relationship between
televangelists and their listeners. Televangelists were in desperate need of
contributions, and so needed to appeal to the largest possible group of virtual
worshippers; the demand in the relationship between evangelist and listener was
reduced almost to nothing, while the power of the listener grew. The format of such
popular programs as The 700 Club and Oral Roberts’s regular broadcasts reveals the
extent to which the “worshipper” has become the customer. On these programs,
listeners are regularly encouraged to call in and buy products by phone. In the exact
same procedures followed by the Home Shopping Network, books and videos are
displayed, discussed, and then offered for bargain prices to anyone who will call in
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with a credit card number.205 On the 700 Club, the purchaser also gets to pray with
the person who answers the phone.
Therapists were not far behind televangelists in making use of the airwaves.
Group therapy and the new media of radio and television began a journey toward
intersection in the 1940s, when the National Association for Mental Health began to
produce a national radio drama series called “Hi, Neighbor!” In these radio dramas,
“NAMH psychiatrists demonstrated...how families and communities could safe-guard
mental health by importing therapeutics into schools and recreation centers.”206 By
1950, the episodes had been broadcast over ten thousand times in 450 cities. In 1954,
the International Journal o f Group Psychotherapy carried an article on “The Use of
Radio as a Medium for Mental Health.” Radio provided psychotherapists with the
ultimate tool for reaching large groups with their message of mental health—just as it
was providing the new evangelical alliance with the ultimate tool for evangelism.
Meanwhile, new forms of radio and television programming began to reach out
in an effort to engage a previously passive audience. Radio call-in shows (an
innovation generally credited to New York deejay Barry Gray, who first experimented
with the format in 1945) gained popularity throughout the fifties, leading to the debut
of all-talk radio stations in the early 1960s. In 1975, clinical psychologist Toni Grant
hosted the earliest syndicated radio therapy program: a call-in show on Los Angeles’s
KFI, during which she encouraged listeners to call in and describe their problems to all

of L.A. In 1980, a second prominent psychotherapist began a similar call-in show,
205 Mimi White provides an extensive discussion of the therapeutic elements o f the Home Shopping
Network in Tele-Advising: Therapeutic Discourse in American Television (University o f North
Carolina Press, 1992), pp. 8-12.
206 Sheehy, pp. 224-226.
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also in LA (this one on KABC): David Viscott, a psychiatrist with an M.D. from
Tufts, concentrated on forcing his listeners into confessing their shortcomings. “Dr.
Viscott,” wrote a New York Times reporter in a story on the immense popularity of
call-in therapy, “...does not tread very gently....he often seems to shove people
verbally into self-reckonings.”207 The broadcasts of these two therapists, co-founders
of the practice of “radio therapy,” were joined in the 1980s by a host of other call-in
psychotherapy shows.
In essence, radio therapy invited callers to include a vast radio audience in a
massive group therapy session. However, the technical limitations of radio meant
that the “group” itself was invisible and, for the most part, silent; interaction between
individual callers and therapists occupied most o f the broadcasts. Television, which
was also evolving a more participatory form, proved a more natural home for group
therapy. While radio hosts were popularizing the call-in format, television hosts were
experimenting with television talk.
The earliest talk shows were late-night entertainment, conversational and
celebrity-focused; a host chatted with movie stars, musicians, and occasionally
politicians, while the audience listened. This format was merely an entertainmentfocused version o f a news show, with the host playing the part of reporter; the
earliest national hit late-night talk show was The Tonight Show, which began in 1954
with Steve Allen and Jack Paar.208
In 1967, Phil Donahue (who had previously hosted a radio talk show)
207 “Points West: For Bruised Spirits, Bitter Medicine.” New York Times, Sept. 7, 1988.
208 Bernard M. Timberg, Television Talk: A History o f the Television Talk Show (University o f Texas
Press, 2002), p. 6.
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pioneered a new format: a television talk show, structured like the late-night
entertainment show with conversation between host and guests as an audience
watched, but drawing from the principles of group therapy, with elements of the
religious meeting interwoven. The name of the show, Donahue, demonstrated the
host’s leadership and control; Phil Donahue, who had control of the microphone,
occupied a place more analogous to that of a preacher like Oral Roberts than that of a
group therapy leader. His leadership was not at all muted. Audience participation,
which was passive in the late-night talk show, was now modelled on the group
therapy session: the audience of the Donahue show was encouraged to react to the
revelations o f the guests, to ask questions of guest experts, and to pose problems of
their own. Like the therapy session, the talk show was carefully planned, despite the
necessity of its appearing spontaneous and heartfelt; Bernard M. Timberg documents
the ahead-of-time preparation of 80 percent of the average talk show, with scripting
and production values setting a rigid space within which the guest and host may
exercise a small amount o f freedom.209
The success o f Donahue spawned an entire genre of television talk, with its
heyday in the 1980s. Maury Povich and Geraldo used the same format with an even
stronger emphasis on uncovering secrets and eliciting confessions, inviting troubled
“guests” to air their difficulties in front of a studio audience, with the host acting as
lay psychotherapist. Geraldo Rivera was Hispanic; the format widened its racial and

gender appeal when Oprah Winfrey, Sally Jessy Raphael, and Montel Williams
hosted their own wildly popular shows.210
209 Timberg, p. 4.
210 Timberg, p. 13.
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While these television talk shows drew their inspiration from group
psychotherapy, their titles revealed that they shared an underlying assumption with
fundamentalist Protestantism. Overwhelmingly, the guests who aired their problems
were representative o f wider social problems: “When Mothers Sell Babies for Drugs,”
which aired on Geraldo on March 17,1994, and “Ministers Who Seduce Ladies,” on
Sally Jessy Raphael, April 19, 1994, were typical.2" The guests on these shows were
referred to primarily with labels that placed them in a larger national group: “ a
woman who wants to give away a violent child,” on one Oprah show, “a woman who
plotted her husband’s death” on another.212 The solutions suggested by the audience
and guest experts, in response to these confession, were intended to change the
individual on stage, but the hosts continually drew the experts into applying those
same solutions to related national trends. The implication was clear: conversion of
these individual wrongdoers from sin to uprightness would begin to bring the entire
country back to the narrow path.
The talk shows shared with both Protestantism and group therapy an
emphasis on the democratic relationship between leader and followers. In 1985,
Oprah Winfrey revealed her understanding of this dynamic by partaking in confession
herself; while interviewing a woman who had been sexually abused as a child, she
revealed that she too had been molested at nine.213 The host had joined the guest; the
leader had shown oneness with the penitent.

This was only the first o f Oprah Winfrey’s personal confessions, in which she
211 Jane M. Shattuc, The Talking Cure: TV Talk Shows and Women (Routledge, 1997), p. 4.
212 Shattuc, p. 95.
2,3 Timberg, p. 135.
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showed that despite her celebrity she was like the members of her largely female
audience; her confessions about her troubles with food and weight earned her the
undying loyalty of women who also struggled with the expectation of thinness. Her
more spectacular confessions, such as her 1995 admission that she had been addicted
to cocaine, helped her maintain this double identity: she was a celebrity (with access
to drugs and money), but also flawed and human in her weakness. “Such ‘personal’
disclosures...[were] part of a skillful balancing act,” writes television scholar Jane
Shattuc, “creating an aura o f spontaneity and truth while also maintaining a highly
managed image at the heart of a $50 million enterprise.”214 Winfrey also included her
audience in her confessions, asking them continually to respond to her in the “call and
response” patterns o f southern Black church services: “Winfrey’s show drew forth
antiphonal confessions of empathy from a largely female audience o f ‘sisters’....who
had themselves experienced victimization and powerlessness,” concludes Bernard
Timberg.215 Oprah had grasped the central dynamic between patient/worshipper/talkshow audience and therapist/minister/celebrity host: The patient and worshipper
wanted to remain within the group, but needed the therapist and minister to
acknowledge his/her power as a consumer. Confession of flaws allowed this power to
become visible: the patient/worshipper generously extended forgiveness, and the talkshow audience reached out in empathy and acceptance to the celebrity host. Oprah’s
confessional style is still visible on her program, which remains the most popular (and

long lasting) television talk show of all time.
Public confession had moved from church to airwaves, and then sideways
214 Shattuc, pp. 56-57.
215 Timberg, p. 139.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

from sacred airwaves to secular programming. By the 1990s, the essential weirdness
of laying out personal psychiatric troubles in front of an entire nation had been so
blunted by exposure that the radio show Frasier, centered around a psychiatrist who
practices his calling on the air, took its place alongside Friends (set in a New York
apartment), Cheers (set in a Boston bar), and NewsRadio (set in a radio station) as
simply another sitcom.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

144

CHAPTER FOUR

An Evolving Expectation:
Public Confession, Edward Kennedy, and Jimmy Carter

By the late 1960s, Billy Graham’s crusades and Pentecostal healing lines were
playing on televisions all over the United States. Therapeutic groups were meeting
across the country; talk radio flourished. Public confession, in the Protestant manner,
had not yet made the leap from sacred to full secular visibility. But Chappaquiddick
revealed that a politician accused of moral fault could no longer keep a dignified
silence.
On July 25, 1969, Edward M. Kennedy went on television to tell a national
audience that he had just pled guilty to a crime. This televised statement was
Kennedy’s second explanation about the incident. His first had been to the police, in
an official statement released to the public and published by the New York Times on
July 19. In this earlier account, Kennedy explained that he had been driving back from
to Martha’s Vineyard from Chappaquiddick Island very late on the previous evening,
when he lost his way and drove off the side of a narrow bridge:
There was one passenger with me...a former secretary of my brother,
Senator Robert Kennedy. The car turned over and sank into the water,
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and landed with roof resting on the bottom. I attempted to open the
door and the window of the car, but had no recollection o f how I got
out of the car. I came to the surface and repeatedly dove down to the
car in an attempt to see if the passenger was still in the car. I was
unsuccessful in the attempt

I remember walking around for a period

o f time and then going back to my hotel room. When I fully realized
what had happened this morning, I immediately contacted the police.216
Divers had already discovered the body of Kennedy’s passenger, 28-year-old Mary
Jo Kopechne, in the car’s back seat. She had died with her face up against the last air
pocket in the sunken vehicle.
Police immediately announced that Kennedy was not accused of “criminal
negligence” in the death but that a misdemeanor charge of “leaving the scene of an
accident” would be filed the following Monday. In the week after the publication of
the police statement, calls for Kennedy to make a fuller explanation grew louder. The
Times reported that while Kennedy’s lawyers challenged the police’s right to
prosecute him, telegrams and phone calls to the local police chief overwhelmingly
asked why the charges were not more serious.217
Kennedy’s conduct suggested to many that his relationship with Kopechne
was less than innocent—and that he had intentionally left her to drown, in order to
avoid making her presence in his car public knowledge. Both Democrats and
Republicans in the Senate, speaking on condition o f anonymity, urged Kennedy to
21 6 “Woman Passenger Killed, Kennedy Escapes in Crash,” New York Times, July 20, 1969, pp. 1,50.
217 “Kennedy Seeking to Bar Police From Prosecuting Him in Crash,” New York Times, July 22,
1969, p. 18; “Hundreds o f Messages Are Sent To Police Chief in Kennedy Case,” New York Times,
July 23, 1969, p. 22.
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give a clear account of the evening; one Democratic Senator said that, in Kennedy’s
shoes, he’d “try to answer every question, whether it hurts or not,” and another said,
“The longer the delay, the worse it looks.”218 “One hopes that Senator Edward M.
Kennedy will hesitate no longer to clear up the details of the tragic accident at
Chappaquiddick,” the Times editorialized. “....[H]is story leaves serious gaps....Too
many questions remained unanswered....There is much that needs explaining.”219
This was not yet a call for public confession; it was, rather, a call for
explanation. But after Kennedy’s explanation, the outcry for public confession began
to swell.
The explanation itself showed that Kennedy had very little comprehension of
the ambivalence that American voters felt toward his political power—a power that
many believed was based on his membership in a political aristocracy, rather than on
his personal merits. The broadcast was made a week after the accident; cameras
filmed Kennedy at his father’s home, where he sat behind a desk, in front o f an elegant
bookcase filled with leather-bound volumes, reading from a prepared script. “This
morning,” he announced, “I entered a plea of guilty to the charge of leaving the scene
of an accident.”220
According to Kennedy, he had lost his way while driving, which led his car to
go off “a narrow bridge with no guard rails and was built on a left angle to the road.”
Kennedy continued:
...I remember thinking as the cold water rushed in around my head that
“Democrats Urge Kennedy to Speak,” New York Times, July 25, 11996, p. 44.
“Tragedy and Mystery,” New York Times, July 25, 1969, p. 46.
22 0 From Edward M. Kennedy’s televised address, broadcast from the home of Joseph P. Kennedy, July
25,1969. A transcript o f the full address is included in Appendix I.
218

2 ,9

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

147

I was for certain drowning. Then water entered my lungs and I actual felt the
sensation o f drowning. But somehow I struggled to the surface alive.
I made immediate and repeated efforts to save Mary Jo by diving into
strong and murky current, but succeeded only in increasing my state of utter
exhaustion and alarm. My conduct and conversations during the next several
hours, to the extent that I can remember them, make no sense to me at
all

Instead of looking directly for a telephone after lying exhausted in the

grass for an undetermined time, I walked back to the cottage where the party
was being held and requested the help of two friends, my cousin, Joseph
Gargan and Phil Markham, and directed them to return immediately to the
scene with me —this was sometime after midnight —in order to undertake a
new effort to dive down and locate Miss Kopechne. Their strenuous efforts,
undertaken at some risk to their own lives, also proved futile.
....Instructing Gargan and Markham not to alarm Mary Jo's friends that
night, I had them take me to the ferry crossing. The ferry having shut down for
the night, I suddenly jumped into the water and impulsively swam across,
nearly drowning once again in the effort, and returned to my hotel about 2
A.M. and collapsed in my room

In the morning [of Saturday, July 19], with

my mind somewhat more lucid, I made an effort to call a family legal advisor,
Burke Marshall, from a public telephone on the Chappaquiddick side of the
ferry and belatedly reported the accident to the Martha's Vineyard police.
Today, as I mentioned, I felt morally obligated to plead guilty to the
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charge of leaving the scene of an accident....
Kennedy’s explanation contained only one admission: he confessed to concussion
(hardly a moral failing).
Kennedy’s statement that he “felt morally obligated to plead guilty” utilizes a
phrase commonly applied to situations in which there is no moral fault.221 His
description o f events consistently emphasized that he was not in complete command
of his decision-making faculties, while insisting that he was nevertheless not making
excuses for himself: “My conduct and conversations during the next several hours, to
the extent that I can remember them, make no sense to me at all,” he told his television
audience. “Although my doctors informed me that I suffered a cerebral concussion, as
well as shock, I do not seek to escape responsibility....All kinds of scrambled
thoughts - all o f them confused, some of them irrational, many o f them which I
cannot recall, and some o f which I would not have seriously entertained under normal
circumstances —went through my mind during this period. They were reflected in the
various inexplicable, inconsistent, and inconclusive things I said and did....I was
overcome, I'm frank to say, by a jumble of emotions, grief, fear, doubt, exhaustion,
panic, confusion and shock.”
These admissions contained no confession of sin. Kennedy claimed that his
failure to report the accident was due to his concussion (and was remedied the next
morning when, “with my mind somewhat more lucid,” he called his lawyer and asked
his legal counsel to contact police). “There is no truth, no truth whatever, to the
Among many examples that could be offered: in the year before Kennedy’s confession, J. L.
Legrande wrote that Martin Luther King’s acts of nonviolent civil disobedience were motivated by the
“personal decision” that he was morally obligated to resist not only the evil, but the instrumentality
responsible for it” (“Police Science,” in The Journal o f Criminal Law, Vol. 58, No. 3,1967).
221
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widely circulated suspicions of immoral conduct that have been leveled at my
behavior and hers regarding that evening,” he insisted.

Nor was I driving under the

influence o f liquor.”
Kennedy’s statement at his court hearing, made through his attorney, makes
abundantly clear that he did not class his own actions as immoral, merely as illegal—a
conclusion which the judge apparently agreed with. Asked whether there were any
mitigating circumstances which he wished to bring out before sentencing, Kennedy’s
attorney Richard J. McCarron answered, “The defendant is adamant in this matter,
your honor, that he wishes to plead guilty to the offense of operating a motor vehicle
and going away....It is his direction that this plea enter and leave the disposition to
this court. I believe your honor has had experience in disposition on motor vehicle
accidents o f this nature....I believe [the defendant’s] character is well known to the
world. We would therefore ask that any sentence that the court may impose be
suspended.” The judge answered that Kennedy had “already been and will continue
to be punished far beyond anything this court can impose. The ends of justice would
be satisfied by the imposition of the minimum jail sentence and the suspension of that
sentence....”222
Early reaction to Kennedy’s televised explanation was largely, although not
universally, positive. A roundup o f newspaper editorials appearing the day after the
apology shows a willingness to accept Kennedy’s version of events: “The speech
cleared up many o f the mysteries surrounding Miss Kopechne’s death,” said the New
York Daily News; the Springfield, Massachusetts Daily News protested that the
22 2

“Court Transcript,” New York Times, July 26, 1969.
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“mistake was not so terrible...that it should completely erase his past and future
value”; the Chicago Daily News marvelled, “His extraordinary report to the people
surely earned him high marks for courage as well as stage presence.”223
Almost every one o f the papers that approved of Kennedy’s performance also
pointed out that the week-long gap between Kopechne’s death and Kennedy’s speech
remained the most troubling aspect of the incident. But in the face of an event that
could conceivably have led to accusations of manslaughter, this was a mild criticism.
Kennedy’s recasting of the Chappaquiddick drowning as a venial sin seemed to have
succeeded; the worst he was accused of was “panic” and “erratic behavior”; this might
be a “sign of Presidential unfitness” but was not necessarily a crippling moral fault.
An August 4 Louis Harris poll suggested that “Americans are taking a forgiving view
of Senator Edward M. Kennedy,” while a Gallup Poll reported that while “Kennedy’s
popularity had fallen sharply since the accident...his standing as a potential
Presidential candidate was unchanged....Generally favorable opinions of the Senator
outweighed negative feelings by 3 to 1....”224
This favorable response was due at least in part to Kennedy’s appeal at the
end of his speech (“And so I ask you tonight, the people of Massachusetts, to think
this through with me. In facing this decision, I seek your advice and opinion”). The
words led to a flood of phone calls and telegrams, two to one in favor of Kennedy
remaining in office.225In this at least, Kennedy showed some awareness of the growing
influence o f Protestant public confession on the American public: whereas his own
223
224
223

“Editorial Comment on Kennedy Speech,” New York Times, July 27, 1969.
“Public Forgiving in Kennedy Poll,” New York Times, Aug. 4, 1969.
“People o f Massachusetts Rush to Support Kennedy,” New York Times, July 26, 1969, pp. 1, 10.
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Catholic tradition gave no role to the larger community in the forgiveness o f sin, the
Protestant public confession, by its nature, demanded that the hearers affirm and
respond to the ritual of confession.

Furthermore, Kennedy had addressed the

question o f criminal wrongdoing, even if the larger question about the ethical nature of
his conduct remained unanswered. He had pled guilty to a crime, explaining that he
felt “morally obligated” to do so, emphasizing twice that this was an “admission of
guilt.”
Kennedy’s television address was broadcast by all three national networks at
prime time; more viewers saw his confession than watched Neil Armstrong walk on
the moon.226 “It was a deeply moving performance,” concluded the Kansas City Star,
“....His ‘confession’ and appeal are sure to win him much sympathy among the
millions who watched.”227
But this day-after judgment did not stand.
At once, Kennedy ran into ongoing opposition in the Senate, where
Republican Senators opposed his agendas; in December 1969, his tax reform project
was defeated on the Senate floor, as were several other bills and amendments that he
had sponsored. Legal proceedings dragged on; a further inquest was conducted in
January of 1970, and although authorities decided that no new charges would result,
the inquest drew plenty o f newspaper attention.
Kennedy had been the obvious choice for the 1972 Democratic presidential

nomination. He had refused to be nominated in 1968, after his brother’s
assassination, but he had launched a bid for the post of party whip; he won the job in
226
22 7

Ralph G. Martin, Seeds o f Destruction, p. 596.
“Editorial Comment on Kennedy Speech,” New York Times, July 27, 1969.
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January 1969, in defiance of the tradition that awarded it to more senior Senators.
Jack Olsen’s 1970 study o f Kennedy takes his eventual candidacy for granted: “EMK
in ‘72....buttons were all over the place,” he writes, “and one could also see placards—
HAPPINESS IS TED KENNEDY IN ‘72-in many a Washington office.”228 But
before 1970 was over, Kennedy had gone on the Today show and announced that he
would definitely not run for President in 1972. He did win re-election to the Senate
by half a million votes; this was a respectable margin o f victory but significantly
smaller than his previous triumphs in Massachusetts.229The following year, he lost
his job of minority whip in an embarrassing defeat.230 He left open the possibility of
a 1976 campaign, but questions about his part in Kopechne’s death continued to
circulate. A National Lampoon cartoon published in November 1972 shows a skeletal
Kopechne crashing a Democratic nominating convention. [Illus. 4.1, on p. 152: The
Delegate from Chappaquiddick]

22 8
22 9
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Adam Clymer, E dw ard M.. Kennedy: A Biography, p. 158.
William H. Honan, Ted Kennedy: Profile o f a Survivor, pp. 120-121.
Ralph G. Martin, Seeds o f Destruction: Joe Kennedy and His Sons, p. 602.
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In 1973, another National Lampoon cartoon caused so much furor that the
Lampoon finally withdrew the issue in which it appeared in order to avoid a lawsuit; a
takeoff on a popular series of Volkswagen ads, it showed a VW Bug floating in water,
with copy that read, “If Ted Kennedy drove a Volkswagen, he’d be President today.
It floats....Poor Teddy. If he’d been smart enough to buy a Volkswagen, he never
would have gotten into hot water.” But the threat of a lawsuit came from
Volkswagen, not from the Kennedys; the company had no wish to be identified with
Edward Kennedy. [Illus. 4.2, on p. 155: National Lampoon VW satire]
Kennedy’s explanation had failed for two primary reasons. He had failed to
understand the growing expectation that moral transgression would be followed by
public confession. More deeply, he had no comprehension of the most basic function
of public confession: to reassure followers that a leader had no intention of wielding
inappropriate power over them.
The initial public acceptance of Kennedy’s explanation had not been universal,
but it had been widespread, reassuring Kennedy that no more needed to be said on the
matter. In fact, Kennedy’s explanation—which had centered entirely around his
reasons for making his guilty plea—had been only the first phase of the needed
confession. The public had heard Kennedy’s confession of legal fault. Now, the
voters wanted to hear Kennedy admit that his actions had been immoral.
Kennedy remained unwilling to do so. He insisted he had not been having an
affair with Kopechne, but his desertion o f Kopechne in the car was the greater
offense, the larger transgression o f moral law.
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Kennedy’s own rhetoric shows that he did not truly consider his actions
immoral. Raised a staunch Catholic, Kennedy was fully aware that a serious moral
transgression o f moral law—a “mortal sin”—required three elements to be present: the
breach o f an important (and not trivial) law; full mental knowledge of the sin’s gravity
(“we must know and recollect its gravity at the time of acting,” in the words of Alfred
Wilson’s 1947 classic Pardon and Peace); and full consent of the will to the act of sin
itself.231
Leaving the scene of the accident was clearly an act that had grave
consequences. Nevertheless, leaving the scene was not essentially a grave sin, as
demonstrated by its legal classification as a misdemeanor. As an act in itself “light,” it
could only become a grave sin if done with malice and evil will. According to
Kennedy’s lights, all that was necessary for him to prove his lack of culpability was
for him to prove that he had no malice or evil will—something that explains his
willingness to accept legal responsibility, while still repeating again and again that his
concussion had impaired his full consent to his actions.
Rather than fully admitting to moral blame, Edward Kennedy gave his listeners
an argument: a set o f reasons why he had acted as he did. It is this very kind of
confession that Augustine rejected as inadequate: the legal accounting for sins, which
Augustine found flattening and inadequate, because it reduced language “to a tool of
the individual’s narrow self-seeking.” 232 Augustine condemned lawyerly rhetoric as a
means o f confession because it turned language into a tool over which the penitent had
complete control—giving the illusion that the penitent could explain and justify,
231
232
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without divine aid, all of his actions.233
Kennedy’s failure to admit his moral fault also demonstrated that he had very
little understanding of why the public needed this confession: in order to show that
this Kennedy, this member of a powerful political dynasty, would not use his power
to oppress. Kennedy needed, like Cleveland a century before, to show that he was on
the side of the common man. His complete inability to do so led, inexorably, to a
plummet in the polls.
Kennedy’s initial explanation shows him (and his speechwriters) grasping
instinctively for some kind of identification with the oppressed and downtrodden. He
references all o f the Kennedy tragedies: Kopechne was identified as “one of the most
devoted members of the staff of Senator Robert Kennedy,” immediately bringing
Bobby’s tragic murder into view; Kennedy, describing his “scrambled thoughts” after
his concussion, said that he wondered (while Kopechne was drowning) “whether
some awful curse did actually hang over all the Kennedys.” He references his
assassinated brother JKF twice, once when asking whether he should resign (“The
people of this State, the State which sent... John Kennedy to the United States Senate,
are entitled to representation in that body by men who inspire their utmost
confidence”) and again when he reminds his listeners that the choice to resign is his
alone (“The stories o f the past courage cannot supply courage itself. For this, each
man must look into his own soul. I pray that I can have the courage to make the right
decision”).
But this attempt to align himself with the other tragic Kennedys backfired.
23 3
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Instead of placing him in the company of heroes-attacked-by-ill-fortune, the speech
simply emphasized that Kennedy’s political career had followed on the heels of his
brothers’ accomplishments.
Reinforcing these images of a powerful family cabal were Kennedy’s allusions
to his family traditions and even to his friends. “On the weekend o f July 18,” he
began, “I was on Martha’s Vineyard Island participating...as for thirty years my
family has participated, in the annual Edgartown Sailing Regatta.” The attempt to
place himself in a warm, loyal family setting also happened to remind his listeners
that the family had been sailing boats off the privileged coast o f Martha’s Vineyard
for almost as long as Kennedy had been alive. Kennedy explained that he had asked
his cousin Joseph Gargan and his friend Phil Markham to help him find Kopechne;
their heroic efforts to dive down to the car aside, both of these men were lawyers,
members o f the professional elite who were expert at protecting their clients (and
knew perfectly well that the police should have been summoned). As Kennedy
biographer Adam Clymer points out, neither one had a concussion. Rather, “[t]heir
instinct, and perhaps Kennedy’s too, appears to have been to prevent disclosure of
his having been in the car with a pretty young woman under circumstances that
invited suspicion.”234 Every mention Kennedy made of a friend or relation—including
his revealing remark that he had called his lawyer, not the police, to report the crim estrengthened the sense o f a man surrounded and assisted by powerful, ruthless allies,

rather than a tragic Kennedy struggling against the family fate. Even his choice of
broadcast backgrounds emphasized his privileged, educated, protected, powerful
23 4
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world: he gave his address from his father’s home, sitting at a desk with an American
flag and rows and rows of expensive, leather-bound, legal tomes behind him. [Illus.
4.3: Kennedy’s confession]

Not only did he fail to align himself with his listeners, but his silence about
Kopechne allowed his opponents to portray him as a sexual predator (exactly the fate
that McPherson had escaped.) Kennedy already had a reputation as a womanizer;
Joan Kennedy later said that, during the Chappaquiddick crisis, he had called his thengirlffiend Helga to break the news before coming to talk to Joan herself. Kopechne’s
presence in the car suggested that he had been attempting to corrupt a good Catholic
girl whose pictures suggested total blond innocence. And since he had undoubtedly
played a part in her death, he was at best a seducer, and at worst a destroyer.
Like clerical leaders, elected officials wield a peculiar kind of authority over
their followers: they have power to command, but this power is given to them only
by the consent of the governed. Like clerical leaders, elected officials are admitted to
have a certain kind of superiority: they are particularly fitted, by character and ability,
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to rule over others. Kennedy’s confession suggested in multiple ways that his
superiority was an illusion—not based on character and ability, but instead on family
position and power. Rather than avoiding a backlash reaction to his authority, as
Cleveland did, Kennedy fueled it with his continual references (both verbal and
symbolic) to his wealth and elite status. Furthermore, Kennedy’s involvement with
Kopechne aroused fears that this family-centered authority would be used, not for the
good o f his constituency, but for personal gain.
Kennedy’s confession ended his hopes of presidential office. After the 1972
election, he began to mention the possibility of running in 1976; but two years later,
he again announced that he would not run. This, he insisted, was to keep his family
from the pressures o f a campaign, but his aides told reporters that Chappaquiddick
would have “made things much tougher” on both Kennedy and his family.235
He entered the primaries in 1980, but an early interview with Roger Mudd on
CBS showed that the issue would simply return again-and that the explanation had
lost whatever power it once possessed. Mudd pointed out that the judge who
presided over Kennedy’s confession had said that he believed Kennedy was lying.
When he asked Kennedy whether “anybody will ever fully believe your explanation
of Chappaquiddick.” Kennedy gave a rambling nonsensical answer:
Oh, there’s, the problem is, from that night, I, I found the conduct, the
behavior almost beyond b elief myself. I mean that’s why it’s been,
but I think that’s the way it was. Now, I find that as I have stated
that I have found the conduct that in, in that evening and in, in the, as
235
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a result o f the accident of the, and the sense of loss, the sense of hope,
and the, and the sense of tragedy, and the whole set o f circumstances,
that the behavior was inexplicable. So I find that those, those, types
of questions as they apply to that, questions of my own soul, as well.
But that happens to be the way it was.”236
More than a decade later, Kennedy had still not realized that his insistence on
privately thrashing out his moral issues, rather than publicly confessing his moral
failings, stood in the way o f his election. “What was required here was an oldfashioned Catholic confession, ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,”’ wrote Jimmy
Breslin in the New York Daily News. “....You don’t say the sins were committed by
some guy standing on the side someplace; you were there and you did it, so tell what
you did and how you feel.”237But if Kennedy did ever make an old-fashioned Catholic
confession, he did so, as his religious training dictated, in private; the voting public
never heard it.
Defeated by Democratic incumbent Jimmy Carter in primary after primary,
Kennedy withdrew from the race for the Democratic nomination on August 11,1980.
He never campaigned for President again.
*
Four years before the 1980 election, Jimmy Carter had struggled with the need
for public confession and in the process had almost destroyed his chances of victory.
Jimmy Carter had begun campaigning for the 1976 Democratic presidential
nomination as a long shot. But as the Democratic convention drew near, Carter and
23 6
23 1

Clymer, Edward M. Kennedy, p. 286.
Qtd. in Clymer, Edward M. Kennedy, p. 297.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

162

his chosen candidate for vice-president, Walter Mondale, were the clear front-runners.
In July, the two were nominated as the Democratic candidates. Right after the
convention, Carter agreed to meet with a reporter from Playboy, Robert Scheer, for a
series o f interviews.
Both Carter and his campaign manager hoped that the Playboy interview
would show that Carter was a “regular guy,”238 rather than a religious fanatic. Carter,
an outspoken Christian, had grown up within fundamentalism and now stood
squarely in the camp o f the neoevangelicals. At eleven, he had been baptised after a
revival service and became a member of the Plains Baptist Church. Carter then had a
second conversion in 1966, which he described as being “bom again.” Afterwards,
Carter traced the beginnings of his “real” Christian life back to the 1966 conversion.
Before that, he claimed “I never had really committed myself totally to God—my
Christian beliefs were superficial....I formed a much more intimate relationship with
Christ. And since then, I’ve had just about like a new life.”239 In that same year,
Carter agreed to host showings of Billy Graham evangelistic films in the small town of
Americus, Georgia; he himself gave the altar call at the end of each evening.240
Thanks to Carter’s neoevangelical background, he saw his personal moral
rectitude as vitally important to his task as a political leader. Biographer Kenneth
Morris points out that Carter saw the possible renewal of society as rooted in the
conversion o f the individual: “He did not believe that government could be good,”
238 Peter G. Bourne, Jimmy Carter: A Comprehensive Biography from Plains to Postpresidency, p.
346.
239 “A Taik w ith Carter, May 16, 1976,” Los Angeles Times, Bill Moyers. In Richardson, ed.,
Conversations with Carter, p. 15.
240 William Martin, A Prophet with Honor, p. 463.
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Morris writes, “...he merely believed that through politics an individual Christian
might augment his capacity for service

Carter remained a faithful proponent of

evangelicalism’s social logic throughout his career.” His focus was primarily on his
own role as a Christian who happened to be president, and who thus had an unusually
powerful voice to speak for those who were “poor, disadvantaged, rural, illiterate,
without influence.”241
It was this individual, classically neoevangelical approach to the renewal of
America that made Carter difficult to place firmly in the liberal or conservative camps.
Carter’s own words show a man convinced that his personal redemption could spread
out and influence society. In a May 16, 1976 interview with Bill Moyers, broadcast
on public television in Washington DC and in New York and published as a transcript
in the Los Angeles Times, Carter answered Moyers’ question, “Do you think this is a
just society?” with:
No, no, I don’t. I think one of the major responsibilities I have as a
leader and as a potential leader is to try to establish justice. And that
applies to a broad gamut of things—international affairs, peace,
equality, elimination of injustice in racial discrimination, elimination of
injustice in tax programs, elimination of injustice in our criminal justice
system and so forth. And it’s not a crusade. It’s just common
sense....There’s only one person that can set a standard of ethics and
morality and excellence and greatness...and that’s the President.242
Kenneth E. Morris, Jimmy Carter: American Moralist, pp. 160-161.
“a Talk with Carter, May 16, 1976,” Los Angeles Times, Bill Moyers. In Richardson, ed.,
Conversations with Carter, pp. 13-14.
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The Playboy interview centered around just how the President’s moral
standards might affect the rest of the country. In four different sessions, Scheer asked
Carter dozens o f questions but returned continually to the question of how Carter’s
religious beliefs would affect his actions as President-particularly his positions on
legislation. Scheer wanted to know whether Carter would appoint judges who would
enforce laws on drug use, adultery, sodomy, homosexuality, and other “private”
behaviors: “What we’re getting at,” he told Carter, “is how much you’d tolerate
behavior that your religion considers wrong.”243
After Scheer returned to this subject again and again, Carter grew frustrated.
“I think we’ve pursued this conversation long enough,” he told Scheer, to which
Scheer answered, “We’re being so persistent because of this matter of selfrighteousness, because o f the moral certainty of so many of your statements.”
In the final moments of the last interview, Scheer—standing at the door, ready
to leave, said casually, “Do you feel you’ve reassured people with this interview,
people who are uneasy about your religious beliefs, who wonder if you’re going to
make a rigid, unbending President?” Carter, clearly still troubled by his failure to
break through Scheer’s suspicion, made one last effort to explain exactly how his faith
shaped his thinking:
What Christ taught about most was pride, that one person should
never think he was better than anybody else.... The thing that’s

drummed into us all the time is not to be proud, not to be better than
anyone else, not to look down on people but to make ourselves
“Playboy Interview, Nov. 1976,” Playboy, Robert Scheer. In Don Richardson, ed., Conversations
with Carter, pp. 38-39.
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acceptable in God’s eyes through our own actions and recognize the
simple truth that we’re saved by grace....I try not to commit a
deliberate sin. I recognize that I’m going to do it anyhow, because I’m
human and I’m tempted. And Christ set some almost impossible
standards for us. Christ said, “I tell you that anyone who looks on a
woman with lust has in his heart already committed adultery.”
I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed
adultery in my heart many times. This is something that God
recognizes I will do—and I have done it—and God forgives me for it.
But that doesn’t mean that I condemn someone who not only looks on
a woman with lust but who leaves his wife and shacks up with
somebody out of wedlock.
Christ says, Don’t consider yourself better than someone else
because one guy screws a whole bunch of women while the other guy
is loyal to his wife. The guy who’s loyal to his wife ought not to be
condescending or proud because of the relative degree of sinfulness....
I don’t inject these beliefs in my answers to your secular
questions.
But I don’t think I would ever take on the same frame of mind
that Nixon or Johnson did—lying, cheating and distorting the truth.
Not taking into consideration my hope for my strength of character, I
think that my religious beliefs alone would prevent that from
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happening to me....244
On September 11 Robert Scheer and Playboy editor Barry Golson appeared on
the Today show to talk about the interview; the same day, they sent a copy to
Carter’s headquarters. Journalists covering the Carter campaign also received copies.
Although the interview was not due to come out until October 14, Playboy released
Carter’s remarks to the Associated Press and NBC News on Sept. 20, a decision
which allowed newspapers to pick and choose their quotes. The Los Angeles Times
quoted his interview extensively, headlining it “Carter Admits to ‘Adultery in my
Heart’.” The New York Times called the confession of lust and mental adultery
“unusually candid for a Presidential aspirant.” 245 On September 23, Lee Dembart of
the Times pointed out that the full interview was “much less stunning than the few
excerpted quotations imply.”246 However, those three or four sentences from the
multi-part, nine-page interview continued to be quoted and requoted for the next three
weeks. By the time the full interview was published in Playboy, the entire four-part,
nine-page article had been labelled the “Lust in his Heart Confession.”
As a reward for this willing confession of moral fault, Carter lost 15
percentage points in national polls after the newspaper articles appeared.247 The
results of the confession, according to the chairman of the Georgia Democratic Party,
were “Bad, bad, bad....uniformly negative.”248 Biographer Peter Bourne points out
Ibid., pp. 57-58. A transcript of the full question and answer is included in Appendix II.
“Carter Admits to ‘Adultery in My Heart’,” Los Angeles Times, Sep. 20, 1976, p. A2; “Carter tells
of temptations and religious beliefs,” Augusta Chronicle, Sept. 21, 1976, p. 10A; “Carter, on Morals,
Talks With Candor,” New York Times, Sept. 20, 1976, pp. 1, 26;
246 “Carter’s Comments on Sex Cause Concern,” New York Times, Sept. 23, 1976, p. 36.
24 7 Richardson, ed., Conversations with Carter, p. 33.
24 8 “Carter’s Comments,” p. 36.
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that, in just a matter o f days, “the hefty lead Carter had once enjoyed—the largest ever
recorded in a presidential race—was completely evaporated....”249
In the Protestant churches where Carter grew up, admitting to a sinful heart
was simply a statement o f orthodoxy-an admission that the personal integrity that
Christianity demanded required the intervening grace of God. Unlike Kennedy, Carter
was concealing nothing. Unlike Kennedy, Carter was placing himself in the shoes of
his followers.
So why was Carter’s confession so badly received?
Scheer was asking Carter for the same reassurance that Kennedy’s public had
needed: the assurance that he would not use power granted to him by the voters for
his own gain. In Scheer’s case, the “gain” in question was legislation based on
Carter’s Baptist principles. Where Scheer saw Carter’s faith as a source for possible
rigid top-down legislation (“Wouldn’t we expect a puritanical tone to be set in the
White House if you were elected?” he demanded), Carter saw it as a personal source
of integrity—an integrity that would spread from the White House outwards. “I don’t
think I would ever take on the same frame of mind that Nixon or Johnson did-lying,
cheating and distorting the truth,” he told Scheer. “Not taking into consideration my
hope for my strength o f character, I think that my religious beliefs alone would
prevent that from happening to me. I have that confidence. I hope it’s justified.”250
Scheer’s questions reflected the democratic fear that an elected official would wield his
power for personal gain (in this case, religious dominance); Carter’s insistence on his
sinful heart was an attempt to reassure Scheer that this abuse would never happen.
Bourne, Jimmy Carter, p. 348.
250 Ibid., p. 58.
249
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Unlike Kennedy, Carter sensed that a confession of moral fault would achieve
the purpose o f showing voters that he was “one of them,” rather than a man who
would use an inborn superiority (in this case, a moral superiority) to support
autocratic legislation. But in giving this reassurance, Carter ran into an unexpected
snag. While trying to allay Scheer’s fear that he would turn out to be a theological
dictator, he inadvertently portrayed himself as a potential sexual predator—and this to
an electorate that was, at the moment, more concerned with the equality of women
than with theocracy in the White House.
In 1976, neoevangelicals were only beginning their ascent to political influence;
Carter’s claim to be “bom again” was one of the earliest uses of neoevangelical
rhetoric by a politician. Robert Scheer and his editors may have been worried about
puritanical legislation, but other concerns dominated the wider political landscape. In
the early 1970s, legal advances for women had been frequent, but opposition to
feminist reforms was also vocal. The Equal Rights Amendment, proposed in 1972,
had been ratified by a number of states in 1972 and 1973, but between 1973 and 1975
only four more states had ratified the Amendment, and in 1976 the Amendment had
not passed a single state legislature. The Roe v. Wade decision, issued by the
Supreme Court in 1973, had affirmed the right to abortion, but prolife action groups
such as the Pro-Family Forum were forming to fight against it; the first annual protest
“March for Life” was held in 1974, and Carter, a supporter of Roe v. Wade, had
himself had been mobbed by anti-abortion demonstrators at a rally just two days
before the interview became public.
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Carter had been strongly supported by women voters, thanks to a
combination of factors: his wife Rosalynn was energetically involved with his
campaign; he came out early in support of abortion rights (he had written the
foreword to Women in Need, a book calling for continued access to abortion services);
he had expressed his approval of the Equal Rights Amendment; and both Betty
Friedan and Bella Abzug had met with him and supported his candidacy.251 But for a
confession o f adultery (of any kind) to appear in the pages o f Playboy, a magazine
dedicated to the exploitation of female sexuality for male ends, symbolized the exact
opposite o f all that he had promised women.
Carter’s remarks themselves were neither anti-woman nor exploitative. But
his words on the page were seen side by side with the Playboy logo; every quotation
drawn from the interview was referenced as from “the Playboy interview.” His
words about lust and adultery were always heard with the hedonistic, moral-free
world o f Playboy shaping them.
While Aimee Semple McPherson had symbolically aligned herself with
suffragettes and sufferers, Carter’s appearance in Playboy managed to position him as
a member o f an oppressive class: white men who see women primarily as sexual
objects. “A woman in southern Missouri said that Mr. Carter had expressed a
‘typical masculine attitude,”’ wrote Lee Dembert in the New York Times, and this was
no compliment.252
Women's disgust over the Playboy juxtaposition was not soothed when the full
interview was published. In it, although he affirmed the Supreme Court legalization of
251
252

Bourne, Jimmy Carter, pp. 263, 279-280,334.
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abortion, he added “I think abortion is wrong” (Peter Bourne points out that he had
drawn criticism from Roman Catholics on his earlier outspoken support o f abortion
rights). Scheer also quizzed Carter about the “relatively few women in important
staff positions” in his campaign; Carter insisted that women had been in charge of his
campaign in a number of areas but admitted that his top staff members were (in
Scheer’s words) “white males.”253 At the same time, female reporters were often
treated as unimportant by Carter’s campaign aides, and the women who worked in his
campaign offices were shut out of meetings by the male staff. One of the women
finally complained to the Wall Street Journal, leading to a news article about the gap
between Carter’s outspoken commitment to women’s rights and the way in which
women were actually treated by his political organization.254
The Playboy interview tended to confirm suspicions that Carter’s pro-woman
rhetoric was hypocritical. Carter had symbolically (and in all likelihood
unintentionally) allied himself with Hugh Hefner. While attempting to soothe fears
that he would use the authority o f the Presidency to take advantage of his
constituency, Carter confessed to sexual desire in the pages o f a magazine dedicated to
the sexual subjugation of women. The contradiction did not go unnoticed.
Carter’s symbolic alliance with Heftier also alienated many neoevangelicals.
His admission o f lust was intended to highlight his redeemed status: “God forgives me
for it,” he told Scheer (a remark that was not widely quoted in newspaper accounts).

The result, though, was to put him on the wrong side of a moral line. Vice-President
Rockefeller’s comment to campaign crowds in Ohio was typical: “I never thought I’d
253
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see the day when Christ’s teachings were discussed in Playboy,” he told Ford-Dole
supporters, “and I’m a Baptist, ladies and gentlemen!”
Aimee Semple McPherson had managed to portray herself as under attack by
Satan, fighting on the side of the kingdom o f heaven; Carter inadvertently put himself
on the wrong side o f the war. Neoevangelical and Pentecostal Christians might have
been glad to see a Christian point of view infiltrating one of the country’s most self
oriented publications—but Playboy was too far behind enemy lines. Any holy warrior
skulking around in the Playboy tent had obviously gone over to the other side.255 “I
am highly offended by this,” W. A. Criswell, pastor of the largest Baptist church in
America. “I think he’s mixed up in his moral values, and I think the entire church
membership will feel the same way. The whole thing is highly distasteful.”256
In this context, Carter’s use of the very mild vulgarity “screw” pushed him
even further into the enemy camp. Not only was he in the pages of Playboy, talking
about lust, but he was using the enemy’s terms. Press secretary Jody Powell was
completely wrong; Carter’s language was an issue. The New York Times quotes a
Louisiana lawyer as saying that Carter’s language changed his vote: “I certainly can’t
[vote for him] now,” the man explained. “I don’t like the language,” an Atlanta
woman said.257 The editor o f the Augusta Chronicle condemned Carter for “the way
he expressed himself, especially through the use of words and phrases that could be
construed as ‘gutter language.’”258 William Safire complained that Carter was “making
23 5 A week later, Playboy editor G. Barry Golson remarked, acidly, that this was a “curious” remark,
given that Rockefeller had been interviewed in Playboy by Robert Scheer the previous year. (“When
Carter and Playboy Spoke in Plains,” New York Times, Sep. 30, 1976)
2 5 6 Bourne, Jimmy Carter, p. 348.
237 “Carter’s Comments,” p. 36.
2 3 8 “Carter and Playboy,” Augusta Chronicle, Sep. 23, 1976, p. 4-A.
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friends by talking dirty....Mr. Carter...hoped to win the heart of the Playboy audience
by the use of a [mild] obscenity....I suspect Mr. Carter is the only politician who
talks dirty in public to cover up the fact that he talks clean in public.”259
The photo o f the interview that accompanied the Playboy piece drew a sharp
visual demarcation between Carter and Playboy reporter Scheer; Carter is sitting on a
slightly higher chair than Scheer, his body turned away, his arms and legs both folded,
and although Scheer is holding a microphone up to his face, Carter is neither making
eye contact nor facing Scheer directly; his entire body language separates him from the
interviewer. However, the extensive excerpts that appeared in newspapers meant that
neoevangelical voters (who were unlikely to go out and buy Playboy) read Carter’s
remarks without ever seeing the photo, or noticing Carter’s physical repulsion to
Scheer’s presence. [Illus. 4.4: Playboy interview]

259

William Safire, “The Weirdness Factor,” New York Times, Sep. 30, 1976, p. 41.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

173

When Carter ran for reelection in 1980, the Playboy confession was still
reverberating in neoevangelical Protestant ears. Right-wing politician Homer Duncan
wrote in his 1979 book Secular Humanism: The Most Dangerous Religion in
America, “Personally, I would rather elect a man not committed to biblical morality
than one who loudly proclaims that he is a born-again Christian but refuses to define
his moral position. For example, we have witnessed the presidency o f a self
acknowledged, born-again leader who surrounded himself with amoral or immoral
promoters during his campaign.”260
Edward Kennedy had demonstrated that legal confession was not enough. A
leader suspected o f using his position for personal advantage had to confess to moral
failings as well; by 1969, Grover Cleveland’s strategy of dignified silence was no
longer an option. Jimmy Carter showed that confession to moral failings wasn’t
enough; the confession had to incorporate not just spoken but symbolic alliance with
the voters and had to place the leader on the right side of the battle o f good against
evil.
In her nonconfession of sin, Aimee Semple McPherson had done both
brilliantly. In the next two decades, leaders accused of wrongdoing would survive
only if they managed to marry the confession of sin itself to McPherson’s strategies.

26 0
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Holy War Decade:
Choosing Sides

Carter’s breach with neoevangelicals was never fully healed. Neoevangelical
opposition to Carter helped bring Ronald Reagan into office in 1980--a display of
political power which heralded a new era of neoevangelical influence in the political
sphere. In this new era, the language of holy war became central to the political
rhetoric o f neoevangelicals and their fundamentalist and Pentecostal colleagues in the
new evangelical alliance. Religious leaders accused of misdoing still needed to identify
themselves with their followers—but their ability to set themselves rhetorically on the
right side of the American holy war became even more vital.
In the 1970s, neoevangelicalism had became progressively more visible both
on TV and in the political arena. When Jimmy Carter won the presidential election of
1976, Newsweek announced that 1976 was “The Year of the Evangelical.” Convicted
Watergate conspirator Chuck Colson emerged from prison and published his
autobiography, Born Again, detailing his conversion. Neoevangelical churches gained
members, while mainline denominations lost them; neoevangelical seminaries such as
Dallas, Trinity, Fuller, Gordon-Conwell and Westminster flourished.261
261
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Along with this increasingly high profile came an amplification of the
neoevangelical message against modernity. As in the 1920s, neoevangelical rhetoric
calling for a return to an earlier, more godly age mingled with an enthusiastic
neoevangelical endorsement of modem technology. In 1979, Ben Armstrong, founder
and executive director of the National Religious Broadcasters, published The Electric
Church, which linked television and radio to the apostolic age: “Radio and television
have broken through the walls of tradition we have built up around the church,”
Armstrong wrote, “and have restored conditions remarkably similar to the early
church.” Jumping a few centuries, Armstrong also compared religious broadcasting to
the Protestant reformation: it would bring about “revolution as dramatic as the
revolution that began when Martin Luther nailed his ninety-five theses to the
cathedral door at Wittenburg..”262 The title of Falwell’s Old Time Gospel Hour is
merely one example o f this mingling of nostalgia for a shining Christian past,
combined with the technology of the corrupt present.
By the 1980s, the language of holy war was increasingly used among
neoevangelicals to define political positions. Central to this language of holy war was
a nostalgic anti-modernism. This anti-modernism had evolved slightly from the antimodernism o f earlier decades, which had been primarily a reaction to intellectual
trends (Darwinism, higher criticism) that posed a danger to traditional reliance on the
Bible. The anti-modernism of the late 1970s and early 1980s, however, took on a
slightly different cast: it was in large part a reaction not to intellectual trends but to
shifting social conditions such as the civil rights and affirmative action movements, the
26 2

Ben Armstrong, The Electric Church, pp. 8-10.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

176

anti-war protests o f the 1960s, and the changing gender roles and sexual norms of the
1960s and 70s. and early 1970s. This particular kind of anti-modernism looked back
to the earlier decades o f the twentieth century, ignoring the fact that those decades
had themselves been a time of fundamentalist foment against modernism.263 A Focus
on the Family Magazine cover from 1995 reveals the persistence of this new antimodernism; it shows the Cleaver family, smiling into the camera, with the large
headline “June & Ward Were Right.”264
In 1979, Jerry Falwell announced that the conservative Christian believers in
America made up a “moral majority,” a name which he adopted for his own
Republican-loyal political organization. In 1980, Falwell hosted the National
Religious Broadcasters Convention at own church in Lynchburg; one of the featured
speakers was the Republican candidate for president, Ronald Reagan.265 When
Reagan won the 1980 presidential election, pollster Louis Harris credited the Moral
Majority and other followers of televangelists with providing the victory margin.266
Falwell’s constituency was largely Baptist, both fundamentalist and
neoevangelical, but groups with Pentecostal connections were equally politically
active. “Christian Voice,” established in 1979 with an “anti-gay and
antipomography” agenda, drew much of its membership from Assemblies of God
congregations.267 In 1981, Pentecostal televangelist Pat Robertson founded the
Mark A. Shibley, “Contemporary Evangelicals: Born-Again and World Affirming,” p. 6 8 .
Heather Hendershot, Shaking the World fo r Jesus: Media and Conservative Evangelical Culture, p.
146.
2 6 5 Susan Friend Harding, The Book o f Jerry Falwell, p. 20.
26 6 Michael Lienesch, Redeeming America: Piety and Politics in the New Christian Right, p. 2.
26 7 Clyde W ilcox, “The Christian Right in Twentieth-Century America: Continuity and Change,” p.
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“Freedom Council,” an organization intended to teach conservative Protestants, Jews,
and Catholics how to become political activists.268 Robertson’s Pentecostal network,
the Christian Broadcasting Network, hosted the most widely watched of the
Protestant broadcasts, “The 700 Club.” By 1986, CBN was the fifth largest
American cable network, and “The 700 Club” was carried not only on CBN but on
nearly 200 non-cable TV channels.269
Critics o f televangelists accused them of “mixing politics and religion,” as
though the two were separate. In fact, the rhetoric of conversion so central to the new
evangelical alliance had always carried with it an intrinsic political message.
Neoevangelicals and their allies had opposed the social gospel of the mainline
denominations by arguing, instead, that society could be changed only one sinner at a
time; social renewal must rise from a swelling mass of converted grassroots disciples,
not from top-down regulation. Neoevangelical theology posited that to convert
sinners is to bring them from the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of light; it is
also to expect that this journey will have visible effects here and now, in the society
where we live. In a democracy, the Christian morality of a mass of converts will
eventually seep up into the elected leadership; thus, for evangelicals, campaigning for
Christians in public office is a gesture of faith and confidence in the conversion of
America; it implies that the results of the evangelism are already visible. This
emphasis on bottom-to-top rather than top-to-bottom change explains why the new
evangelical alliance found the Republican rhetoric of less government regulation so

26 8
26 9

Shibley, “Contemporary Evangelicals,” p. 80.
Erickson, pp. 52-55.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

178

appealing.270
Public confessions, whether connected to conversion or to spiritual
recommitment, were organically connected to the project of social renewal. A 1986
sermon by Jerry Falwell condemned the increasing “secularization” of the United
States and called the nation to repentance: “If we could have a spiritual awakening in
America, that begins with a deep national conviction because of our sins, 2 Chronicles
7:14, we could have a divine healing in America and a spiritual awakening that would
glorify Christ and promote holiness and change the national lifestyle. And it isn’t
revival if it doesn’t change the national lifestyle. That is why I say you cannot
separate the sacred from the secular.”271 In the same way, Jimmy Swaggart linked his
own broadcasts to changes in national behavior: “When I realize that nearly forty
million people in forty countries will tune this week to our telecast,” he told his
listeners in 1984, “the immensity of the audience is almost beyond my human
comprehension. And parallel with this unprecedented ability to appear before people
is the opportunity to influence them: We can redirect a nation to the paths of
righteousness; we can introduce (often for the first time) masses to the gospel of Jesus
Christ.”272
These calls for national confession and recommitment, phrased as “We as a
27° “Ownership o f property is biblical,” Jerry Falwell wrote in 1980. “Competition in business is
biblical. Ambitious and successful business management is clearly outlined as a part of God’s plan for
His people.” This is not, as Thomas O ’Guinn and Russell Belk suggest, a Pentecostal expression of
prosperity as proof of God’s blessing; it is a traditional evangelical expression o f the dynamic
relationship between converted behavior on the part of individuals and a properly functioning society.
See O’Guinn and Belk, “Heaven on Earth,” p. 229.
271 Harding, The Book o f Jerry Falwell, p. 160.
27 2 Jimmy Swaggart, “Divine Imperatives for Broadcast Ministry,” in Religious Broadcasting
(November,1984), p. 14; qtd. in Schultze, p. 64.
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nation have fallen away from your will” allowed the neoevangelical political right to
connect itself to a political past. This assertion implied that there had once been a
Christian America. Neoevangelical jeremiads about the decline of American
Christianity placed neoevangelicals in the same pulpit as Edward Taylor and John
Cotton.
Even more importantly, the call to national repentance reveals the extent to
which neoevangelicals had conflated their identity as members of the American
democratic system with their identity as citizens of the kingdom of heaven. After all,
the faithful who sat and listened to these sermons did not consider that they had fallen
away; they were confessing the sins of the rest of the nation, particular the
Democrats. In the jeremiads o f the neoevangelicals, the responsibility of the
congregation expanded; no longer simply affirming and witnessing the confessions of
others, the hearers were using the collective identity of “We, the people” to confess
on behalf o f others.
Confession o f sin and conversion would not only renew America but would
prepare the country for the return of Christ. This emphasis was shared by most
members of the new evangelical alliance, but was particular prominent in the rhetoric
of Pentecostal broadcasters. Pentecostals were essentially ahistorical in their
approach to Christianity; Pentecost was the only important date in the past, since
between the first and second descents o f the Spirit (the first in Jerusalem, the second,

presumably, at Azusa Street), nothing that had happened made a great deal of present
difference. The Pentecostal focus was initially on the future: the “world-wide
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revival,” announced the magazine of the Azusa mission, would act “to bring on
Jesus.”273 Aimee Semple McPherson’s magazine The Bridal Call bore the heading,
“Believing as we do that Jesus Christ...is soon to come back to this earth for His
waiting people...we endeavor to set forth...the plain message of Salvation, the
Baptism o f the Holy Ghost, Divine Healing, and the Soon Coming of Jesus.” Forty
years later, Jimmy Swaggart’s son told viewers that if they did not support
Swaggart’s attempts to preach the Gospel to the entire world through his television
and radio broadcasts, they would “delay the spiritual harvest and stall the Second
Coming of Jesus Christ.” 274
In Pentecostal rhetoric, this forward-looking looking emphasis existed
alongside calls for a return to a Christian past-calls that grew more common in the
1980s. While declaring that Christ would return once the gospel had been preached to
the world, Swaggart also published a 1982 book, The Rape o f America, which
lamented America’s slide from her historical commitment to God.275 His goal in 1984
was to “redirect a nation to the paths of righteousness,” not merely to enable the
coming of Christ in judgment on it.
Jim Bakker, president of the PTL network, hailed from a Pentecostal
background and preached Pentecostal doctrine. His “Heritage Village” echoed the
neoevangelical preoccupation with America’s “Christian past,” although with a
typically Pentecostal disregard for chronology. The ground for Heritage Village was
Wacker, “Functions o f Faith,” p. 369.
Schultze, p. 65.
37 5 Ann Rowe Seaman, Swaggart: The Unauthorized Biography o f an American Evangelist, pp. 262263. The title o f the book (not to mention its content) demonizes the “liberals” who are “raping”
America without even having to specify how their policies are damaging the nation.
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broken on Independence Day (July 4,1978), a date that became the Village’s
anniversary. The village contained a reconstruction of the Upper Room, site of the
Last Supper; a replica of the center of ancient Jerusalem; Revolutionary-era split-rail
fences surrounding an American nineteenth-century-themed settlement; a Victorianthemed shopping mall; and Billy Graham’s childhood home (removed from its original
location, board by board, and carefully rebuilt). “It’s like you come into a whole
different world...an oasis,” one visitor remarked, demonstrating Heritage Village’s
function as a “contemporary Garden of Eden,” a precursor to the restored heavens
and earth.276 [Illus. 5.2: Nostalgia in Heritage USA]
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Thomas C. O ’Guinn and Russell W. Belk, “Heaven On Earth: Consumption at Heritage Village,
USA,” pp. 229-
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econstruction of the Upper Room, in the “Old Jerusalem”
section

he main church, built as a 1950s American bam and called
“The Barn”

To confess and repent, whether for yourself or for other sinners, was to
demonstrate your loyalty to those past, picture-perfect days. Repentance and
confession was a powerful step in the political renewal of America while also
preparing for the coming o f the new order existence. The repentance o f an individual
sinner acted out the dynamic that the new evangelical alliance longed to see in the
nation as a whole.
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Kevin Crotty points out the act of confession is “deeply and pervasively
critical....it criticizes first and most fundamentally the very idea of self. It then
provides the basis for a searching critique of the social structures that entrench the
idea o f self....”277In the neoevangelical context, confession is an anti-Enlightenment act;
it is the formal acceptance of a moral code thought to originate outside man, a willing
submission to an authority which is beyond man’s understanding. For the
neoevangelicals and Pentecostals of the 1980s, fighting against what they saw as a
rising tide o f “secular humanism” that exalted the reason and judgment of men,
confession was an act o f resistance against the mainstream culture of America.
Confession o f sin (particular sins of lust and greed) was a rejection of those values
neoevangelicals ascribed to secular American culture: a focus on self and on the
fulfillment of personal desires and ambitions, even at the expense of others.
While the act of confession identified the penitent as resisting mainstream
American culture, it also placed sinners firmly within the bounds of orthodoxy in their
own subculture. In Histoire de la sexualite, Foucault asserts that public confession is
an act of control o f the individual by a larger “society.”278This larger group offers its
members “discourses of normality” to which they must subscribe in order to belong;
in confession, the individual “seeks to be rid of ...those deeds and traits that set her
apart and make her abnormal.”279 As the neoevangelical confesses her sin, she is at
once declaring her freedom from mainstream America and submitting herself to the
particular standards o f her own subgroup. Neoevangelical women confess the sins of
27 7
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autonomy and independence in order to reject the tenets of feminism (condemned by
almost every neoevangelical preacher as the most powerful secularizing force of the
twentieth century). As they confess their longings for freedom, however, they are
also submerging themselves in the gender norms of the neoevangelical culture.
For neoevangelicals, public confession rituals on television acted as a dual
weapon in the holy war. They placed each penitent “on the right side” o f the holy
war, in alliance with God and his will. The confession rituals also set the army of the
confessing apart and in opposition to the world. In a Pentecostal ambiance,
confession was also an act o f war against the forces of Satan directly and personally:
“You should get saved because getting saved breaks the hold that hell has on you,”
Oral Roberts told his congregations.280
In the 1980s, yet another kind of confession rose to visibility on religious
broadcasts: the “confession” of health and wealth.
Health-and-wealth televangelism was a combination of early twentieth-century
New Thought and a Pentecostal emphasis on the importance of speaking out loud. In
the 1980s, health-and-wealth preachers such as Robert Tilton gained their following
by telling largely working-class Pentecostals that they too deserved to share in the
wealth of the decade. Tilton’s tracts demonstrate a weaving together o f the act of
confession and positive thinking with holy war. According to Tilton’s 1988 booklet
T he P o w e r to C r e a te W e a lth , belief in Christ gives the believer the power to “harness

our mind—to control and restrain the thoughts which try to enter and hurt you....The
natural man’s mind is uncontrolled. However, the bom-again believer is spiritually
280 Pullum, “ ’Foul Demons, Come Out!”’, , p. 60.
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minded....” If a believer “confesses with his mouth,” out loud, that he deserves
wealth, God will give it to him -and will “take the wealth out o f ’ the hands of
“sinners.”
Positive confession is a tool not only against sinners but against Satan: “The
devil wants to keep the church in darkness,” Tilton writes, “because when she comes
out of the dark ages, she is going to be doing something.. ..The church won’t ever get
her job done as long as the devil keeps her blinded to the truth. The more we find out
about the way it is in Heaven, the more we’re going to release that into the earth. The
more we release into the earth, the less territory there is for the devil to operate in.”
At the end o f his booklet, Tilton lists five “case studies”-stories o f people who were
in debt who watched his television program Success-N-Life, made public “vows of
faith” by confessing (in letters to the Tilton headquarters) that they had not trusted
God before but now intended to, and then were rewarded with money, cars, houses,
and a heavy-duty washing machine.281
This confession o f wealth is linked to the confession of sin; the two are
subsequent steps in the war against Satan. “[I]f you will confess your sins,” Tilton
writes in another booklet called How to Kick the Devil Out o f your Life, “the Bible
says God is faithful to forgive you and to cleanse you of all unrighteousness....No
longer will Satan have dominion over you....Jesus said that whatever you demand,
whatever you speak to in His name...He would see it done....Speak the Word o f God
in the Name o f Jesus and DEMAND that [Satan] leave!”282
The audiences who accepted Tilton’s assertions and “confessed” that they
281
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deserved wealth were, like neoevangelicals confessing sin, setting themselves apart
from mainstream American culture; their claim o f wealth was based on their position
as children of God, “Sons of the King” who deserved to share in the “King’s riches.”
While rejecting American sexual values, the health-and-wealth confessions accepted
another facet of American mainstream culture: the right to material prosperity. Thus,
the health-and-wealth confession demonstrates the complex and many-sided
relationship between neoevangelical/Pentecostal subcultures and mainstream America.
By the 1980s, Protestants were confessing more than ever, more publicly than
ever, to a wider audience than ever before. In America, wrote Time reporter Ezra
Bowen in 1987, ’’compulsions to repent and punish sin remain just beneath the skin,
erupting like fever blisters in times of stress.”283
*

In the ten years after 1976, the “Year of the Evangelical,” Pentecostals,
neoevangelicals, and (to a slightly lesser extent) fundamentalists gained both political
and religious visibility in America. But the born-again were due for an embarrassment.
On Friday, March 20, 1987, the Charlotte Observer broke the story of TV preacher
Jim Bakker’s adultery.
According to the newspaper, Bakker had confessed the adultery in a telephone
statement made to the Observer on Thursday, March 19. With “his voice trembling,”
the paper claimed, he announced that he was resigning as president of his
multimillion-dollar organization, PTL, “for the good of my family, the church, and of
all of our related ministries.”284
283
284
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The Observer printed only a selection of Bakker’s actual words, given below:
[I have resigned] for the good of my family, the church and of all of
our related ministries....I sorrowfully acknowledge that seven years
ago in an isolated incident I was wickedly manipulated by
treacherous former friends and then colleagues who victimized me
with the aid of a female confederate. They conspired to betray me
into a sexual encounter at a time of great stress in my marital life.
Vulnerable as I was at the time, I was set up as part of a scheme to
co-opt me and obtain some advantage for themselves over me in
connection with their hope for position in the ministry...[Then I]
succumbed to blackmail to protect and spare the ministry and my
family. Unfortunately, money was paid in order to avoid further
suffering or hurt to anyone to appease these persons who were
determined to destroy this ministry. I now, in hindsight, realize
payment should have been resisted and we ought to have exposed
the blackmailers to the penalties of the law....I am not able to muster
the resources needed to combat a new wave o f attack that I have
learned is about to be launched against us by The Charlotte
Observer, which has attacked us incessantly for the past 12
years....My and Tammy’s physical and emotional resources have
been so overwhelmed that we are presently under full-time therapy
at a treatment center in California. Tammy Faye and I and our
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ministries have been subjected to constant harassment and pressures
by various groups and forces whose objective has been to undermine
and to destroy us. I cannot deny that the personal toll that these
pressures have exerted on me and my wife and family have been
more than we can bear....I categorically deny that I’ve ever sexually
assaulted or harassed any one.... Any one who knows Jim Bakker
knows that I never physically assaulted anyone in my life.285
Like Edward Kennedy’s “confession” twenty years before, this was more of
an explanation than a confession. Bakker was determined to admit fault while
avoiding any admission o f moral transgression (“I paid in order to...appease these
persons who were determined to destroy this ministry”). Like Kennedy, he showed
no understanding of the role of public confession in reassuring his followers that he
would not take advantage of them.
Bakker’s version of events, like Carter’s Playboy confession, reached his
audience with a surrounding frame that tended to contradict its content. His first
explanation to the public did not take place through his own Pentecostal television
network, where he could have placed his explanation within the context of a religious
service. Rather, his words appeared only in the pages of the Observer, which
surrounded his actual speech with critical commentary. The italics below are the
Observer text into which Bakker’s confession was set:
PTL President Jim Bakker...resigned Thursday from PTL for the good
o f my family, the church, and of all of our related ministries....I
28 5
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sorrowfully acknowledge that seven years ago in an isolated incident I
was wickedly manipulated by treacherous former friends and then
colleagues who victimized me with the aid of a female confederate.
They conspired to betray me into a sexual encounter at a time of great
stress in my marital life. He did not identify those people. Vulnerable
as I was at the time, I was set up as part of a scheme to co-opt me and
obtain some advantage for themselves over me in connection with their
hope for position in the ministry...Then, Bakker said, he succumbed to
blackmail to protect and spare the ministry and my family.
Unfortunately, money was paid in order to avoid further suffering or
hurt to anyone to appease these persons who were determined to
destroy this ministry. I now, in hindsight, realize payment should
have been resisted and we ought to have exposed the blackmailers to
the penalties of the law. Bakker made the comments as The Observer
was investigating allegations that a New York woman and her
representatives received $115,000 in 1985 after she told PTL she had
sexual relations with Bakker in a Florida hotel room....\ am not able to
muster the resources needed to combat a new wave of attack that I
have learned is about to be launched against us by The Charlotte
Observer, which has attacked us incessantly for the past 12 years.
Rich Oppel, editor o f The Observer, responded in a statement: “We
were investigating allegations about P TL’s Jim Bakker at the time o f
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his resignation....No article would have been published unless we were
convinced o f the accuracy andfairness o f the information, which did
involve allegations o f a sexual encounter and subsequent payments.
Mr. Bakker often has questioned our motives in pursuing coverage o f
P T L ’s activities. The accuracy o f our coverage has never been
successfully challenged”....The developments open a new chapter for
PTL, which reported $129 million in revenues in 1986....[Bakker] used
his personality and gift fo r TV to raise hundreds o f millions o f dollars
from viewers. The weekday broadcast once known as the “PTL
Club, ”fo r Praise The Lord or People That Love, was renamed after
Bakker and his wife ....Denomination officials told The Observer in the
past week that they had begun formally investigating allegations
against PTL, including the charge o f sexual misconduct by Bakker.
The investigation will continue, despite the resignations, church officials
said Thursday. Bakker disclosed that my and Tammy’s physical and
emotional resources have been so overwhelmed that we are presently
under full-time therapy at a treatment center in California. Tammy
Faye and I and our ministries have been subjected to constant
harassment and pressures by various groups and forces whose
objective has been to undermine and to destroy us. I cannot deny that
the personal toll that these pressures have exerted on me and my wife
and family have been more than we can bear, he said. On March 6, in
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a videotape shown to PTL viewers, Bakker and his wife o f 26 years
disclosed that Tammy Bakker was being treated fo r drug
dependence....The entire board o f directors at PTL, which Bakker had
chaired, resigned. At least two o f eight members o f the board had
resigned in recent weeks....Thursday’s events have their roots on a
sunny, breezy Saturday afternoon in Clearwater Beach, Fla., six years
ago. Bakker, then 40, was in Florida Dec. 6, 1980, to appear on a
broadcast fo r a nearby Christian TV station... Also at Bakker’s hotel in
Clearwater Beach was a 21-year-old church secretary from New York
named Jessica Hahn. [Bakker’s televangelist colleague and personal
friend John Wes\ey]Fletcher had arrangedfor her to fly to Florida to
meet Bakker and see the broadcast, according to Fletcher and Hahn.
She said she was emotionally troubled by the encounter, which she said
she did not expect....In his statement Thursday, Bakker said: I
categorically deny that I’ve ever sexually assaulted or harassed
anyone....Anyone who knows Jim Bakker knows that I never
physically assaulted anyone in my life. Oppel, the Observer editor,
said the newspaper’s investigation didn’t involve allegations o f sexual
assault or harassment.
Bakker was in control o f a cable network that, according to Time, reached “13.5
million households over 171 stations.”286 Yet, oddly, he never used this network to
speak directly to his supporters. Not until March 24, four days after the story broke,
zse “t
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did he go on television and then only on a local station. Not even then did he directly
address the issue o f his adultery; he sat with Tammy Faye Bakker and told his
viewers that he had resigned not because of blackmail, but to thwart a conspiracy on
the part o f “well-known individuals” to launch a hostile takeover of the PTL
network.287
By the time two months had passed, Bakker had apparently decided to hold
onto his strategy of avoiding any true confession of wrongdoing. On May 28,1987,
he appeared on Nightline and repeated his explanations, along with another startling
revelation: he had been maneuvered into the hotel room by treacherous friends, and
the “well-known individual” out to steal his ministry was Jerry Falwell.
The accusation revealed a long-standing fault line in the new evangelical
alliance. Bakker, like McPherson, belonged to the Assemblies of God, a denomination
whose tongues-speaking and faith-healing tended to embarrass neoevangelicals.
However, the Assemblies had undergone a transition from a primarily charisma-led
group o f churches into a more formal, bureaucratized, national organization.
Assemblies congregations now made increasing use of Christian education, including
vacation Bible schools and Sunday schools; the “purely Spirit led” nature of previous
Pentecostalism had been leavened by a growing tendency to adopt the customs o f the
slightly more upper-class, “respectable” neoevangelical churches.
But the Assem blies retained its central Pentecostal belief in Holy Spirit gifting.
Allied to this, as Edith Blumhofer points out, was a “growing predilection for popular
culture,” and a glee in seeing “their own become [media] stars”:
287
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Having gone unnoticed for many years, they took pride in and
lavished funds on those who gave them visibility and reshaped their
public image. Like Bakker and Swaggart, many of them recalled years
o f deprivation. They seemed inclined to revel in possessions and to
find appealing emphases that emanated from independent Pentecostal
centers urging the reasonableness of health and wealth for believers.2"
The PTL network was built on Bakker’s Pentecostal rhetoric, which included a heavy
emphasis on positive confession: believers deserved to be wealthy, and they needed
to claim their rights as children of God.
FalwelTs Baptist background was fundamentalist; in his embrace of politics
and higher education, he was himself neoevangelical in orientation. Willing to
acknowledge that Pentecostals were co-belligerents in the war against modernism,
Falwell nevertheless displayed a typically fundamentalist suspicion o f Pentecostal
“excesses.” He had criticized Bakker’s lavish lifestyle; in turn, he was criticized by his
own Baptist following for “meddling” in the affairs of charismatics.289
Bakker’s insistence that Falwell was out to destroy him was his third misstep.
He had avoided a contrite confession. He had allowed his explanations to appear
surrounded by a contradictory text. Now, he had muddied the battlefield of the holy
war by accusing a theological ally of hostility.
All three o f these mistakes were compounded in the coming weeks. Bakker

held his first press conference on May 1,1987. “In that informal, 30-minute session
288 Edith L. Blumhofer, Restoring the Faith: The Assemblies o f God, Pentecostalism, and American
Culture, pp. 170ff, 256.
289 Jeffrey K. Hadden and Anson Shupe, Televangelism: Power and Politics on G o d ’s Frontier (Henry
Holt, 1988), p. 176.
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with reporters,” the Charlotte Observer recorded, two days later, “Bakker said he
would issue a complete statement and answer questions this week. But seven horns
later, about 7:15 p.m. (PDT), Bakker’s aides announced he would not issue a
statement after all.290 The offer of complete revelation, followed by its almost
immediate withdrawal, was more damaging than the partial revelations had been.
As the scandal continued to unfold, Bakker’s opulent lifestyle was
consistently portrayed against the backdrop of the hundreds o f thousands of ordinary
working people who had sent him contributions. The growing perception of him as a
rich man preying on the poor blocked him from having any success in portraying
himself as a victim o f a hostile takeover. Bakker showed absolutely no
comprehension of the need to reassure his followers by demonstrating that he was
simply “one of them.” Rather, while PTL was going through bankruptcy hearings
(attended, according to Time, by “anxious crowds” of donors), the Bakkers were
staying on the “ 105-ft. ocean-going yacht” of their new lawyer, Melvin Belli; while
staying in San Francisco on the yacht, they were “taken to parties, dinners, and
exclusives stores, by Belli’s wife Lia. Tammy enjoyed a makeover at Lia’s favorite
hair salon....A week earlier Jim and Tammy Bakker had been supervising $300,000
worth of renovations to their Gatlinburg, Tenn., home,” where Bakker greeted the
Time reporters with “hammer in hand.”291 The ambivalence felt by congregations
toward clerics who stood in positions of leadership was magnified by Bakker’s
position as a television leader; his appearance of authority was magnified by his
presence on television screens, but at the same time his national “congregation” had
290
291

“Bakker Scrubs Plans to Tell His Side,” Charlotte Observer, May 3, 1987, p. ID.
“God and M oney,” by David Brand. In Time, Aug. 3, 1987.
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even more power. They could affirm his authority by tuning in and sending money,
or they could remove their sanction by cutting off and closing their checkbooks.
Bakker did nothing to relieve the fears that he might be using his moral
authority for personal gain. His opulent lifestyle showed him to be a financial
predator; the involvement o f Hahn, the vulnerable “church secretary,” showed him to
be a sexual predator. Bakker’s attempts to portray himself as victim were universally
unsuccessful, thanks in large part to the Observer commentary. Bakker claimed that
he had been taken advantage of by a “female confederate”; the Observer pointed out
that Hahn was a “21 -year-old church secretary.” The “treacherous former friend” in
Bakker’s statement was revealed, by the Observer to be “Oklahoma City evangelist
John Wesley Fletcher, then a friend o f Bakker’s and a regular guest on PTL
broadcasts.” In the Observer story, Fletcher, who admitted to arranging the meeting
between Bakker and Hahn, appears as a weak, unthreatening figure: “Fletcher could
not be reached Thursday. In a Feb. 24 interview, Fletcher told The Observer that
Bakker was depressed by his marital troubles. ‘Anything that I did for Jim, I did,
honest to God, because I thought I was helping him. I believed it,’ Fletcher said.
Fletcher, crying during portions of the interview, said he regrets his actions.”
Bakker’s attempts to position himself as caught in a battle between good and
evil continued to be both self-defeating and confusing. In the first place, Bakker
accused the

O b s e r v e r itself o f leading a campaign to “destroy” the ministry o f the

gospel—at the same time that he was using the paper as his vehicle for confession.
Bakker’s attitude toward the Observer was not unusual: conservative Protestants
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generally saw the “secular media” as firmly on the wrong side of the battle against
evil, dominated by editors and reporters who were actively hostile to Christianity.
Unfortunately, since Bakker was also using the Observer as his vehicle for
confession, his accusations were accompanied by the newspaper’s own defense of
itself.292
More tellingly, Bakker continued to accuse neoevangelicals o f evil intent,
greed, and conspiracy. His statements were so wide-ranging that the she scandal soon
began to appear as an internal fight among Christians.
In his initial confession, Bakker placed himself, his wife, the Baptist minister
Jerry Falwell (who had been asked to take over temporary leadership of PTL), and
PTL Executive Director Richard Dortch on the righteous side of a battle to destroy his
ministry; on the other side of the line were the forces of evil, Jessica Hahn and John
Wesley Fletcher.

Neither Hahn nor Fletcher were easy to demonize; Hahn was seen

as young and defenseless, Fletcher as weak, and both were self-proclaimed
neoevangelical Christians.
Bakker then insisted that others were involved. On March 24, he bought
broadcast time on a local cable channel and told viewers that the scandal had been
arranged by “well-known individuals” as part of a “plot of the downfall of PTL,”
claiming that the plot had been stalled by the involvement of “honest ministers” such
as Jerry Falwell.293 The following day, his lawyer accused Pentecostal minister
Jimmy Swaggart of being the moving force in this plot.
Charlotte Observer reporter Charles Shepard eventually won a Pulitzer for his coverage o f the PTL
scandal.
293 “Bakker Asserts He Resigned,” New York Times, March 24, 1987.

25 2
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Far from being good against evil, this was now Pentecostal vs. Pentecostal,
which made Bakker’s claim to be oppressed by evildoers even less believable.
Swaggart denied the charge, and even from within the Bakker camp, reaction to this
accusation was mixed; Falwell, now identified as one of the “honest ministers,” said
that Swaggart was not involved.294
Bakker responded by upping his rhetoric. The alleged scheme now became a
“diabolical plot,” with Swaggart as agent of Satan. (Swaggart, in return, remarked, “I
think I’m more o f a victim than anything else.”)295 To complicate the issue, the battle
sides, now drawn up with Swaggart on one side, Bakker on the other, and Falwell
standing on the line, contained a ringer: over on Bakker’s “righteous” side was his new
lawyer, Norman Roy Grutman, who had represented Penthouse magazine in a lawsuit
that Falwell had brought against it to keep it from publishing an interview with
Falwell.296
Then, Bakker also put himself in opposition to his own Pentecostal
denomination, the Assemblies of God. Bakker had resigned from the Assemblies, a
standard gesture by an embattled minister, but Assemblies officials had already
warned that the resignationmight not bring an end of the matter. The day after
Bakker’s Observer confession, Assemblies assistant general superintendent Everett
Stenhouse told the New York Times that “the scandal had hurt the church, and that
“church leaders could reject Mr. Bakker’s resignation and instead strip him o f his

“Preachers’ Battle Transfixing the South,” New York Times, March 26, 1987.
Ostling, “T .V .’s Unholy Row.”
2 9 6 Ibid. Falwell lost the case, but kept his reputation, since he had visibly tried to keep his name out
of Penthouse; he had clearly learned a lesson from the Carter debacle of 1976.
294

295
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ministries.”297
At this point, Pentecostal faith healer Oral Roberts further confused the issue
by joining in and condemning both the Assemblies of God and the Charlotte Observer
at the same time, thus managing to draw yet another line that made the sides in the
holy war entirely indistinct. At the end of March, Roberts said on his own television
program that he had been given a word from God. The word was this:
Flee, my brother, the Lord is saying to those people in the
headquarters of that denomination [the Assemblies of God], where Jim
out of graciousness turned in his ordination papers because they
wanted him to, and you’ve not accepted it. You’ve said, “No, we’re
gonna strip him. We’re gonna crush him.” The Word of the Lord is
coming to you from Oral Roberts' mouth today: if you strip Jim
Bakker, you've touched God's anointed, you've harmed God's prophet.
And the Word of the Lord says, ’’’Touch not my anointed, do no harm
to my prophets....” I beg you, headquarters of a great denomination,
one that we respect and love, desist, move back, and treat Jim Bakker
as what he is, an anointed man, a prophet of God. And the hand of the
Lord will not fall upon you. But the Lord will bless you. And to the
great newspaper [Charlotte Observer]. You seem so immune to what
our God can do. You've come into an unholy alliance with these others

in the name of religion and morality. You've set yourself up to be a
____________ standard o f morality, when you're not. The Word of the Lord comes
“Bakker, Evangelist, Resigns His Ministry Over Sexual Incident,” New York Times, March 21,
1987.

29 7
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unto you from my mouth. And the Lord says that He'll create a great
dissension in your ranks. You'll have such dissension in your ranks.
You'll have such dissension that it'll spread across the news media of
America and you will not know what you're doing.298
By May 25, a mere two months after the original confession, Bakker himself
was widely held up as an example of a man who was dishonoring and blocking the
gospel. Jerry Falwell remarked that Bakker’s problems were creating a “backwash
that could hurt every Gospel ministry in America, if not the world.”299 Time ran a
special issue about the decline of ethics in America; in its major story, “Looking to Its
Roots,” Jim Bakker was identified as one of the causes of moral decline in America.
Time reporter Ezra Bowen quoted a raft of academics lamenting America’s
“widespread sense o f moral disarray” and warning of a national loss of “moral
landmarks.” In this bleak picture of America’s moral collapse, Jim Bakker was cited
as a “manifestation o f the personhood cult,” an American “obsession with self and
image” that put personal fulfillment ahead of all duty and responsibility.300 A
solution for America’s moral problems (as represented by the Bakker debacle) was
offered by Donna Shalala, described by Bowen as “a political scientist and president
of Manhattan’s Hunter College”: The country can be saved if people are willing “to
turn the emphasis from self to society.”301 The intense self-focused nature of
American neoevangelical conversion was seen, in Bakker, as losing all of its outward
virtues; Bakker’s focus on self, rather than leading to social renewal, had become part
29 8
299
300
301

Oral Roberts, on Something G ood Is Going to Happen to You, March 1987.
“a Really Bad Day at Fort M ill,” by Richard N. Ostling. In Time, Monday, Mar. 30, 1987.
“Looking to Its Roots,” by Ezra Bowen. In Time, May 25, 1987.
Ibid.
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of the problem.
Bakker made one more attempt to cross back to the side of the light, on Ted
Koppel’s Nightline broadcast of May 26,1987. He tried again to cast Falwell as
villain: “I did not choose Jerry Falwell to take over my ministry,” he told Ted Koppel
on the May 26, 1987 broadcast of Nightline.
But Falwell, at the head of PTL, continued to place Bakker on the wrong side
of the line: “I don’t see any repentance there,” he said to the Augusta Chronicle, two
days after the Nightline broadcast, clearly suggesting that Bakker’s “confession” had
been completely inadequate. “I see greed, the self-centeredness, the avarice that
brought them down.” Falwell added that it would be a “disservice to God and to the
church at large” if Bakker were allowed to take PTL back: “I love Richard Nixon; a lot
of people loved him, but I don’t think anybody in American would ask Mr. Nixon to
come back to the presidency,” Falwell told the Augusta Chronicle.302 The
juxtaposition o f Nixon and Bakker immediately placed Bakker in the category of
wrongdoers who refused to admit their sin.
Falwell also brought into the picture another accusation: Bakker, he insisted,
had been engaging in homosexual behavior for years, and Falwell himself had “’sat at
the table’ from men who described homosexual advances made to them by Bakker.’”303
This was a canny positioning that again put not only Bakker but men who had drawn
his (theoretically) homosexual gaze on the other side o f a physical barrier separating

Falwell, the protector o f righteousness, from agents of moral decline. In the rhetoric
of the new evangelical alliance, homosexuality was much more than a sexual variation.
302 “Falwell denies tricking Bakker,” May 28,1987.
303 “Falwell denies tricking Bakker out of PTL,” The Augusta Chronicle, May 2 8 ,1987, p. 1.
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It was a sign of the decadence of modem American culture. Public acceptance of
homosexuality represented the relinquishment of absolute moral standards.
Homosexuality was not a condition; it was a choice, and homosexuals were not
symptoms but active agents in the destruction of America.
Bakker responded to Falwell’s Augusta Chronicle remarks of May 28 by
telling the Desert Sun on May 29 that he and Tammy wanted “to go back and preach
the gospel o f Jesus Christ to hurting people”; in yet another reorganization of the
battle lines, he claimed that he had spoken to Jimmy Swaggart about collaborating
with him and that “good things are happening.”304

Swaggart immediately denied ever

speaking to Bakker. On June 8, Bakker tried to make a graceful retreat from the front
lines: “If this be a holy war, I am declaring a cease-fire and a truce,” he said. “I’m just
going to step out of the arena. I made a mistake by ever stepping out and trying to
tell our side o f the story.”305
But Bakker’s mistake had been in failing to step out and confess. Falwell
showed a much more acute understanding of the remedy needed when he told the
Augusta Chronicle, “Bakker needs to ask Ms. Hahn for forgiveness, acknowledge the
homosexual allegations and return the ‘millions’ taken from PTL coffers.” In other
words, he needed to confess his sin, get himself on the right side of the holy war
through repentance, and symbolically place himself on the side of the thousands of
watchers who had sent in money.
Bakker did none o f these things. In the end, he lost control of PTL, which was
reorganized by a new board in order to avoid bankruptcy. Richard Ostling of Time
304 “PTL will bounce back, Falwell says,” Augusta Chronicle, May 31, 1987, p. 8A.
305 “At Home with Jim,” by Jon D. Hull. In Time, Monday, Jun. 8, 1987.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

202

marvelled, “Perhaps not since famed Pentecostal preacher Aimee Semple McPherson
was accused of faking her own kidnapping in the Roaring Twenties has the nation
witnessed a spectacle to compare with the lurid adultery-and-hush-money scandal
that has forced...Jim and Tammy Bakker...to abandon their multimillion-dollar
spiritual empire.”306 PTL was not multimillion-dollar for long; after the reorganization,
most o f the Heritage USA complex sat untended and decayed or was vandalized.
[Illus. 5.3: Heritage USA decay] Bakker himself went to jail for five years after being
convicted o f defrauding PTL supporters out of $158 million.

“The Barn,” 1986

Ostling, “T .V .’s Unholy Row.
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When Bakker emerged in 1994, he announced that he wanted to return to the
pulpit. But he had still not offered a satisfying confession; the Charlotte Observer
remarked, on the day of his release, “To this day, he has yet to publicly talk in depth
about what he did.”307
For two years, Bakker was unable to interest his followers in a return to
television. Finally, he published his autobiography; titled 1 Was Wrong, it could have
provided a convincing confession that might have allowed him to return to television.
But instead, Bakker repeated the conspiracy stories, added judges and lawyers to his
list of victimizers (“My lawyers did little to defend me against the government’s
charges”), blamed his wife’s coldness and lack of spirituality for his decision to go
into Jessica Hahn’s hotel room (“I felt I had a vision and a commission from God to
build PTL....Tammy Faye...loved being on television....To Tammy, life was supposed
to be fun, fun, fun, not work, work, work....Tammy Faye was seeing another man....”)
He also insisted that he had not confessed at the time of the incident (1980, seven
years before the March 1987 revelation to the Observer) because “my friends...were
counting on me” to go on fundraising, and because confessing to the Assemblies of
God leadership would have thrown his whole staff out of work.308
Rather than admitting fault and asking for forgiveness, each “I was wrong”
statement in the autobiography pointed a finger at someone else. The accusations
included:
Bakker did not tell his wife about the incident, because his counselor told him
3°7 “pree this week, can evangelist make a comeback?” Charlotte Observer, Nov. 27, 1994, p. 1A.
308 Jim Bakker, with Ken Abraham, I Was Wrong, pp. 3, 14-15, 21,
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not to; he was wrong.
Bakker thought that his advisors were handling Hahn’s “false accusations”
properly; he was wrong.
Bakker trusted his doctor to give him the correct anti-anxiety drugs; he was
wrong (the drugs made him irrational instead).
Bakker trusted his wife to stick by him during his prison sentence; he was
wrong.
Bakker allowed people to be on the PTL programs and staff “who were living
with willful sin in their lives. I knew it, and I winked at it because o f their spiritual
gifts....I allowed individuals to sin flagrantly and repeatedly, without calling them on
it....I was wrong.”309
This reconstruction o f the events-with Bakker as wronged rather than
sinning—did not reassure his former followers. Although Bakker preached to local
congregations over the next few years, his attempts to raise money for another
“television ministry” failed, and the watchdog organization Trinity Foundation
publicly announced its skepticism over Bakker’s return to ministry, citing Bakker’s
refusal to “admit to any crime.”310
Even more damaging was a coincidence in timing: Bakker’s attempts to get
back on national TV were juxtaposed with the settlement of a class action suit against
PTL in a North Carolina court. The settlement, covered widely in national papers,
gave 165,000 people who had invested $1000 each in Heritage USA a payment of

309 Ibid., p. 461.
310 “Jim Bakker preaching a new version of the gospel,” Charlotte Observer, April 25,1998.
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$6.45 each.311 Once again Bakker appeared in the papers as a financial predator, an
exploiter, and a traitor in the holy war. He had little in common with Jimmy Carter,
but the two men had made an identical mistake: they had managed to end up on the
wrong side o f the line separating good from evil.
*

On February 2 1 ,1988--a little less than a year after Bakker’s confession to the
Charlotte Observer—Jimmy Swaggart stepped behind the pulpit of his church, the
Family Worship Center in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and confessed that he had sinned.
First, he addressed his wife Frances: “I have sinned against you,” he told her, “and I
beg your forgiveness.” Then he turned to his son and daughter-in-law and said,
“Donnie and Debbie, I have sinned against you and I beg you to forgive me.” Next
was the Assemblies o f God: “To its thousands and thousands o f pastors that are
godly,” Swaggart said, “that uphold its standard of righteousness, its evangelists that
are heralds and criers of redemption, its missionaries on the front lines, holding back
the path of hell—I have sinned against you and I have brought disgrace and humiliation
and embarrassment upon you. I beg your forgiveness.” He then told his church,
ministry, and Bible college, “I have sinned against you. I have brought shame and
embarrassment to you. I beg your forgiveness.”
Nor was that all. He asked forgiveness from “my fellow television ministers
and evangelists,” and then from “the hundreds o f millions that I have stood before in

over a hundred countries o f the world.” And then finally he addressed “my Lord and
my Savior, my Redeemer, the One whom I have served and I love and I worship....I
311 “Jim Bakker flattered by positive response in Branson, Charlotte Observer, April 14,2003; “Jim
Bakker returns to television with new, small-scale series,” Seattle Times, July 3,2006.
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have sinned against You, my Lord. And I would ask that Your precious blood would
wash and cleanse every stain, until it is in the seas of God’s forgetfulness, never to be
remembered against me anymore.”312
Swaggart’s congregation already knew that something was wrong. Three days
earlier, a private investigator had taken pictures of Swaggart going into a Travel Inn
motel with a prostitute.313 The story broke on ABC’s Nightline on February 19; the
next day, the New York Times, CBS News, and the Washington Post also carried
reports. An Assemblies of God spokesman insisted that the photos were “open to
interpretation,” but that Swaggart was “under investigation” for “allegations of sexual
misconduct.”314
Unlike Bakker, Swaggart immediately made an open and willing confession. It
was a kind of rhetoric very familiar to him; his career as a preacher had begun with an
emotional, public confession of sin. At the age of seventeen, he had responded to an
altar call by going down to the front of the church and repenting of his sins. His first
sermon was preached when he was eighteen, from a flatbed truck; he would be a
preacher as long as people gathered to hear him: they were his congregation and also
his authorization. He never went to Bible school. Like McPherson, he belonged to a
theological tradition flexible enough to allow its preachers a substantial role in creating
truth. Swaggart’s denomination, the Assemblies of God, had a formal statement of its
trust in the infallibility o f Scripture: Swaggart him self wrote, in his 1987 book Straight

Answers to Tough Questions, that Christians must “remain grounded in the truth of
312 From the transcript o f Jimmy Swaggart’s “Apology Sermon,” preached Feb. 21, 1988. A full
transcript of the sermon is found in Appendix IV.
313 Michael J. Giuliano, Thrice-Born: The Rhetorical Comeback o f Jimmy Swaggart, pp. 1-2.
314 “Swaggart Is Subject o f Investigation by His Church,” New York Times, Feb. 20, 1988.
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God’s Word....Sound doctrine is simply what is preached and practiced according to
the Word of God by preachers and teachers who have rightly divided the Word of
Truth.”315 Nevertheless, like McPherson, Swaggart had his own power to speak truth.
His “prophecy” on Bakker’s behalf against the Charlotte Observer purported to be
“the Word o f the Lord”; this revealed his own mastery over revelation.
In the confession o f his own downfall, Swaggart wisely went directly to his
congregation. On the day that the story broke, he responded to newspaper and
television requests for a comment with silence and even refused to say whether or not
he would appear at church on the following day; his spokeswoman and his lawyer
also refused to comment.316 Instead, he made his confession directly to his
congregation, keeping control of its presentation. He invited an Assemblies o f God
official to address the congregation right before his sermon; this official assured the
audience that Swaggart had made a full confession to his spiritual leaders and to his
family, and that this confession had been sincere and humble. The confession took
place at the front of the church, in the ritual space set aside for confessions-not in the
pages o f a hostile newspaper.
Furthermore, as far as his congregation was concerned, Swaggart’s confession
contained no victims. There was no breath of financial scandal. His sin involved, not
a church secretary, but a paid prostitute; later reports said that Swaggart had not had
sex with the prostitute but had paid her to pose for him. There was no sense here
that he had taken advantage of a vulnerable woman dazzled by his prominence. The
prostitute herself, Debra Murphee, showed up in West Palm Beach and told reporters
315 Giuliano, Thrice-Born, p. 7.
316 “Swaggart Is Silent on Inquiry,” New York Times, Feb. 21, 1988.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

208

that she had met with Swaggart in a “yearlong series of motel meetings” but that “no
intercourse had occurred...she customarily posed naked for him.” The Washington
Post then cited various uncredited sources as saying that Swaggart often picked up
prostitutes, but no proof o f this ever emerged.317
In the days after the initial confession, Swaggart was faced with the challenge
of continuing to portray himself as a man who was a sinner but not a predator. He
had to make a difficult decision almost at once. Ten days after stepping down from
his pulpit and handing his ministry over to the Assemblies of God, Swaggart was told
by the local Assemblies of God leadership that he would be barred from preaching for
three months and would be required to go through a two-year “rehabilitation program”
that included counseling. The national Assemblies of God officials suggested that the
Louisiana leadership reconsider and impose a year-long absence from preaching
instead, but the Louisiana leaders remained firm on their three-month sanction. A
three-week argument between the two associations ended on March 30, when the
national leadership overrode the more lenient local recommendations, barred Swaggart
from preaching for a year, and also imposed two years of counseling. He was also
barred from distributing any videotaped sermons.318
The next day, Swaggart announced that he would hold to the three-month
suspension only and would defy the national leadership’s year-long ban.
Although this decision could have cast doubt on Swaggart’s original

confession, in which he announced that he would be subject to the Assemblies of
317 “Now It’s Jimmy’s Turn,” by Richard N. Ostling. In Time, Mar. 7, 1988.
318 “Lousiana Presbytery refuses to reconsider Swaggart’s punishment,” Augusta Chronicle, Mar. 2,
1988, p. 14A; “Church officials to tackle Swaggart issue,” Augusta Chronicle, Mar. 23, 1988, p. 5A;
“Church elders bar Swaggart from preaching for a year,” Augusta Chronicle, Mar. 30, 1988, p. 1A.
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God, Swaggart’s lawyer told reporters from the Augusta Chronicle that the issue was
really one o f local versus national government. “He is willing to submit himself to the
Louisiana District,” the lawyer insisted, but disagreed that the national organization
could overrule the state Assemblies leadership.319 In the South, with its local pride
and its suspicion o f national government, this insistence put Swaggart on the side of
small local government against “big regulation.” Again, Swaggart was cannily allying
himself with the congregation that supported him and gave him his authority, showing
that he shared their interests and worries.
Swaggart resumed preaching on May 22, after three months of suspension.
On April 8, he was defrocked by the national Assemblies of God organization, which
cited his refusal to accept church terms. Swaggart himself announced that “to stay
out of the public for a year would totally destroy the television ministry and greatly
adversely affect the college.” He still refused to chastise the national organization,
however, announcing that “I must regretfully withdraw from the Assemblies of God,
understanding that they will have no choice except to dismiss me from the
fellowship.” The Assemblies spokesman confirmed that Swaggart had withdrawn
with a “gracious” letter, and that Swaggart would remain in the “sincere prayers” of
the Assembly o f God leadership.320
In this, Swaggart showed a clear understanding of the need to appear on the
right side of the ongoing holy war between the forces of evil and the kingdom of God.
He praised his denomination and his fellow ministers for their part in the holy war
and then placed himself in their camp with a clever portrayal of the state of holy war.
319 “Swaggart plans to defy church, resume preaching in May,” Augusta Chronicle, Mar. 31,1988.
320 “Church Defrocks Swaggart for Rejecting Its Punishment,” New York Times, Apr. 9, 1988.
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“The Assemblies o f God,” he announced, “...helped bring the gospel to my little
beleaguered town when my family was lost without Jesus...[it] has been more
instrumental in taking this gospel through the night of darkness to the far-flung
hundreds of millions...to its thousands and thousands of pastors...its evangelists that
are heralds and criers of redemption, its missionaries on the front lines....holding back
the path o f hell—I have sinned against you...I beg your forgiveness.”
Swaggart had clearly seen Bakker’s self-defeating battle with other Christians
as a strategy to be avoided. His decision to bring a spokesman of the Assemblies of
God to church with him on the day of his confession typified his strategy. Before
Swaggart himself took the pulpit, this official told the congregation, “He has shown
true humility and repentance and has not tried to blame anyone else for his failure.”321
Even in the moment of his confession of moral failure, Swaggart was able to portray
himself as an equal part of his Christian community, a Christian among other
Christians rather than a leader grasping for power over his flock. His attempts were
successful, as the New York Times report of the congregational reaction showed:
Hundreds in the congregation got to their feet and went to the altar to
gather around him at the end of the Sunday morning service that had
become a sobbing pastoral confession. They fell to their knees and
appeared to grant his wish. As he spoke, many sobbed openly, called
th e n a m e

o f J e su s,

an d b e g a n a u lu la tin g p rayer in a n u n k n o w n to n g u e ,

held by Pentecostals to be a manifestation of possession by the Holy
Spirit. It spread through the congregation for perhaps a minute as the
321 “Swaggart Says He Has Sinned; Will Step Down,” New York Times, Feb. 22, 1988.
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evangelist said, finally, that he had also sinned against God and asked
for his forgiveness.322
Swaggart’s refusal to set himself at odds with the Christian community was reflected
in his symbolic enfolding by his own congregation, which came forward to join him in
the place o f the altar call/public confession of sin. The manifestation of glossolalia
showed that they had also allied themselves with God in offering forgiveness.
Swaggart was definitely on the side of the angels—no mean feat for a man who had
been photographed with a prostitute just days before.
Swaggart had, as a background to his confession, years of claiming that his
ministry was one of a struggle not against earthly powers but against Satan himself.
A week after the confession, the New York Times quoted Swaggart’s tale of having a
nightmare in which “a hideous beast with the body of a bear and the face of a man”
tried to attack Swaggart in “a windowless, bare room suffused with a palpable sense
of evil.” Swaggart was able to vanquish the creature, a demon threatening his soul,
only by saying, “In the name of Jesus” several times.323
Swaggart continued to identify himself with the people of God. Even when
announcing that he would withdraw from the Assemblies of God because the national
assembly imposed a one-year, rather than three-month suspension, Swaggart did not
criticize the Assembly decision, saying that his own actions were based on a need to
go back to fundraising in order to support his Bible college. He added, in a stroke of
rhetorical genius, that he would honor the three-month suspension and return to the
322 Ibid.
323 “Swaggart’s Troubles Show Tension of Passion and Power in TV Evangelism,” New York Times,
Feb. 28, 1988.
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pulpit on May 22, “unless the rapture occurs first.”324
In his return to the pulpit on May 23, Swaggart developed the implications of
his remarks in the three months before and finally identified his enemy: “I am serving
notice on demons and devils and Hell!”325 he told his congregation at the Family
Worship Center, and then put his finger for the first time on the earthly agents of
Satan:
There are...a lot of people...in this country...very determined to
destroy this preacher, using any method at their disposal to do so The
pomographers are one of them.
In the words o f rhetorician Michael J. Giuliano, Swaggart pointed out that “the blame
should be laid at the feet o f Satan [and] the pornography industry.”326 In this way, he
managed to admit indirectly the nature of his own sin while simultaneously
implicating that he had been right all along: America’s obsession with sex was
destroying the country.
In his comeback sermon, Swaggart then went on to tell about a prophetic
dream that he had had: he was trapped in an empty church, fighting a huge serpent
with a “sword or club,” while a mysterious man watched “without comment as I
fought this thing.” After Swaggart killed the serpent, he walked outside and found
himself facing an even huger serpent. “I know what it meant,” he told his
congregation. The serpent was Satan, and the battle represented Satan’s infiltration o f

Swaggart’s own will: “I could not overcome him within myself,” Swaggart said, “but
324 “Swaggart Goes It Alone,” Time, Apr. 18, 1988.
325 “A Fiery Swaggart Returns to Pulpit,” New York Times, May 23, 1988.
326 Giuliano, Thrice-Born, pp. 99, 107.
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Jesus Christ overcame him for me....[God] spoke to my heart, and said, ‘Your
struggles could never have defeated this enemy. But all I had to do was say, ‘Satan I
rebuke thee and he is defeated.’”327 The forces of evil had attacked Swaggart, but with
the help o f God he would still triumph.
This highly dramatic story of fighting off the serpent once again reassured
Swaggart’s congregation that his moral authority would be used to combat evil, rather
than to take advantage o f his flock. It also replaced any attempt to tell a story about
the wrongdoing itself. Swaggart continued to avoid disturbing details while also
avoiding accusations o f not owning up to his actual sin. Later revelations by the
Washington Post quoted an unnamed source as saying that Swaggart “paid the
prostitute to perform pornographic acts,” while Time reported that Swaggart “had
battled an obsession with pornography since his youth” and had asked the prostitute
to disrobe. But Swaggart never confirmed any of this.328 On March 6, he told his TV
viewers in a taped message that “someday” he would tell them about the “unspecified
sin...when the time was right.”329
Instead, Swaggart aligned himself with a Biblical story: David’s sin with
Bathsheba. He referenced David’s sin at least three different times in the course of his
confession. Near the beginning of his speech, he announced, “God said to David
3,000 years ago, you have done this thing in secret, but I will do what I do openly
before all of Israel. My sin was done in secret and God has said to me, ‘I will do what
I do before the whole world.’ Blessed be the name of the Lord.” In his appeal to God
327 Ibid., p. 131.
328 “Church Orders 2-year Rehabilitiation for Swaggart”; Ostling, “Now It’s Jimmy’s Turn.”
329 “Swaggart Makes TV Appearance, Saying He’ll Tell His Sin Someday,” New York Times, Mar. 7,
1988.
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for forgiveness, in the middle of the confession, he quoted indirectly from David’s
words in Psalm 51: “I have sinned against You, My Lord...wash and cleanse every
stain.” And he concluded with the whole of Psalm 51, first saying, “I close this today
with the words o f another man that lived 3,000 years ago-and I started to say who
committed sin that was worse than mine, but I take that back.” The effect was not to
say that Swaggart’s sin was equivalent to the adultery and judicial murder practiced
by David but to point out that God had forgiven David of an equally severe offense.
In the end, this successful management of the scandal served to set off the
confession itself, which satisfied every American desire for public admission of fault.
Swaggart again and again took blame, repeating “I have sinned” again and again
without ever excusing himself. His brief sermon contained no fewer than nine clear
statements of fault and eight pleas for forgiveness. Perhaps profiting once again by
Bakker’s fall, Swaggart began his confession by refusing to blame anyone for it: “I do
not lay the fault or the blame of the charge at anyone else’s feet,” he said. This
unequivocal acceptance of blame struck the media so forcefully that Swaggart’s words
became the Feb. 22 “Quotation of the Day” on page A1 of the New York Times: “I do
not plan in any way to whitewash my sin. I do not call it a mistake, a mendacity. I
call it a sin.”
After the confession, donations to Swaggart’s ministry dropped, and both of
the national religious networks which had carried his programs cancelled his air time.
But at the time o f his comeback sermon, five thousand people still sat in the Family
Worship Center. They had been reassured by his confession; he was their leader and
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wielded authority over them, but his confession had reassured them that he was
nevertheless, just like them, a sinner fighting off the evil American culture that was
attempting to destroy them all.
One year later, Swaggart’s television ministry had not recovered all of its
broadcast time. But his church was full. His donations were up to $60 million for the
year. His program was reaching 800,000 households, instead of the 2.2 million it had
reached at Swaggart’s height, but the numbers were still impressive.530
Swaggart’s subsequent troubles show the power of his original strategy.
Three years later, on Oct. 15,1991, Swaggart again left his pulpit after being arrested
for a traffic violation with a known prostitute in his car.331
This time, Swaggart did not confess. The very next day, he announced to his
congregation that God had told him to return to preaching and that “the Lord told me
it’s flat none o f your business.”332 He refused to confess to any fault or to ask
forgiveness. In stark contrast to the loyalty of his earlier congregation, his 1991
congregation began to seep away. By 1998, when Randall Balmer visited the Family
Life Center in order to write an article for Christianity Today, only a small part of the
space was necessary for Swaggart’s shrunken congregation: “The entire wraparound
balcony of the octagonal building was closed, shrouded in darkness,” Balmer wrote
afterwards, “and huge sections of the main floor had been cordoned off.”333 Only
forty-five students attended the Jimmy Swaggart Bible College. The campus of the
330 Giuliano, Thrice-Born, p. 3; “Scandals Emptied Pews of Electronic Churches,” New York Times,
Mar. 3, 1991.
331 “Swaggart Plans to Step Down,” New York Times, Oct. 15, 1991.
332 “No Apologies This Time, ” Time, Oct. 28, 1991.
333 Randall Balmer, “Still Wrestling with the Devil.” In Christiantiy Today, Mar. 2, 1998.
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Worship Center was disintegrating.
Balmer’s interview with Swaggart demonstrated that Swaggart had lost both
his initial ability to portray himself as simply one Christian among many and his
determination to stay on the right side of the holy war. Swaggart told Balmer that
Christianity Today had said “some pretty hurtful things about me....I don’t want
anything to do with that magazine. In fact...I don’t even want anything good about
me going into the magazine....I’m sorry. If you were writing for the Washington Post
that might be a different matter.”334 He had retained his unwillingness to condemn the
secular media, but, like Bakker, Swaggart had now cast other Christians as his enemy.
Swaggart’s first confession managed to remind his congregation that he was
one of them, fighting with them on the right side of the holy war against Satan. His
refusal to follow the same strategy in his second scandal brought his ministry to a low
point from which it never recovered.

334 Ibid.
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Chapter Six

Success and Failure:
Bill Clinton and Cardinal Law

In 1998, the President of the United States made two explicit public
confessions, one broadcast directly to the American public and a second filtered
through media reports of a Prayer Breakfast meeting. In both, he succeeded in giving
the appearance o f full and public confession, while simultaneously managing to align
himself with the interests of voters, avoiding the appearance of being a predator, and
placing himself on the right side of a holy war.
Although Bill Clinton was accused of a constellation of wrongdoings while in
office (having to do with the “Whitewater” land deal and with his alleged sexual
harassment o f Paula Jones), his sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky was the
only transgression to which he confessed—and the only one central to his
impeachment proceedings.335
Clinton’s successful management of his public scandal actually began, not with
confession, but with Kennedy-style denials. His first public statements concerning
Lewinsky came on January 21, 1998. The night before, the

W a sh in g to n P o s t had

reported in its late edition that independent counsel Kenneth W. Starr, who had been
investigating Clinton’s involvement in the Whitewater real estate development for
333 “House Report 105-830, Impeachment o f William Jefferson Clinton, President o f the United States,
as prepared by the Committee on Judiciary”
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nearly four years, was now looking into Clinton’s relationship with Monica
Lewinsky, a twenty-four-year old White House intern who had worked in the Oval
Office. On January 12, Lewinsky had made an affidavit denying that there had ever
been a sexual relationship; the content of this affidavit was known by January 21, but
its existence did not kill the story.336 ABC News ran a radio report at a quarter to one
on the morning o f the 21st; the Los Angeles Times ran the story in its morning edition;
CNN, MSNBC, Fox News, and ABC all broadcast reports from the White House
daily briefing a little later that same day.
At 3:32 p.m. on the 21st, Clinton made his first statement on the accusation,
to Jim Lehrer of PBS’s Newshour. Lehrer began the conversation him by saying,
“...Kenneth Starr, independent counsel, is investigating allegations that you suborned
peijury by encouraging a 24-year-old woman, former White House intern, to lie under
oath in a civil deposition about her having had an affair with you. Mr. President, is
that true?” Clinton answered, “That is not true. That is not true. I did not ask anyone
to tell anything other than the truth. There is no improper relationship....that is not
true.” Asked to define “improper relationship,” Clinton said, “It means that there is
not a sexual relationship, an improper sexual relationship, or any other kind of
improper relationship

There is not a sexual relationship; that is accurate.” Asked

again for clarification, he said, “ There is no improper relationship. The allegations I
have read are not true.... I have got to get back to the work of the country. I was up
past midnight with Prime Minister Netanyahu last night. I've got Mr. Arafat coming
in. We've got action all over the world and a State of the Union to do. I'll do my best
336 “Clinton Accused of Urging Aide to Lie,” Washington Post, Jan. 21, 1998, p. A l.
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to cooperate with this, just as I have through every other issue that's come up over
the last several years, but I have got to get back to work.” Impatient with the
continued questioning, he then snapped, “[Hjardly anyone has ever been subject to
the level o f attack I have. You know, it made a lot of people mad when I got elected
president. And the better the country does, it seems like the madder some of them
get.”337
A little later on the same day, Clinton repeated the same sequence of
statements to NPR reporters Mara Liasson and Robert Siegel of NPR. “I think it's
more important for me to tell the American people that there wasn't improper
relations,” he told them, “I didn't ask anybody to lie, and I intend to cooperate. And I
think that's all I should say right now so I can get back to the work o f the country.”338
He also made a statement to the congressional newspaper Roll Call: “...I made it very
clear that the allegations are not true....I'm just going to go back to work and do the
best I can .. . .[T]he relationship was not improper....it is not an improper relationship
and I know what the word means.” When Roll Call pressed the issue, asking, “Was it
in any way sexual?” Clinton retorted, “The relationship was not sexual. And I know
what you mean, and the answer is no.”339
The stakes were high; by Thursday, January 22, House Judiciary Committee
Chairman Henry J. Hyde was already telling CNN that “impeachment might very
well be an option.”340 Clinton’s State o f the Union address was less than a week
337 Interview with Jim Lehrer, Newshour, January 21, 1998, provided by Federal News Service. A full
transcript of this first statement can be found in Appendix V.i.
338 Transcript o f interview on NPR special news report, Jan. 21, 1998.
339 Roll Call, Jan. 21, 1998.
340 “President Imperiled as Never Before,” Washington Post, Jan. 22, 1998, p. A13.
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away, and his repeated assertions that the relationship was “not improper” had led to
unceasing speculation: according to the Washington Post, his “muted and seemingly
opaque remarks” suggested that there might be “loopholes in the president’s
denials.”341 Particularly under fire was Clinton’s choice of wording in that initial
statement to Jim Lehrer: “There is not a sexual relationship” seemed like an evasion
which did not deal with the past.
In an attempt to close those loopholes, Clinton held a press conference on
January 26, the day before the State of the Union address. “I want you to listen to
me,” he said, in his second statement on the matter. “I’m going to say this again. I
did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky. I never told anybody
to lie, not a single time—never. These allegations are false, and I need to go back to
work for the American people.”342
On March 5, the Washington Post carried a description of a Clinton statement
the public had not yet seen: his deposition in the Paula Jones lawsuit, given to her
lawyers on January 17,1998, several days before his initial statement to Jim Lehrer.
This deposition was private, and the Post neither quoted from it directly, nor
explained how it had come into editorial hands. According to the March 5 story, in
the deposition “...the president flatly denied ever having had sexual relations with
Lewinsky....For the purposes of the deposition, Jones’s lawyers produced a written
definition of sexual relations that encompassed acts such as fondling and oral sex but
not kissing on the mouth—a definition that leaves little room to offer a revised

341 “Clinton Forcefully Denies Affair, or Urging Lies,” Washington Post, Jan. 27, 1998, p. A01.
342 Ibid.
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explanation o f his relationship with Lewinsky.”343 The story also pointed out that,
despite Clinton’s denials o f sex with Lewinsky, he “acknowledged for the first time in
any known forum that he did have sexual relations with Gennifer Flowers, saying that
it occurred just one time in 1977.” Rumors about Clinton’s affair with Flowers, a
former employee of the state of Arkansas, had been circulating since 1992; Clinton
had repeatedly denied that he had a sexual relationship with Flowers.
On March 13, the entire deposition was made public by Jones’s lawyers, in
response to a motion by Clinton’s lawyers to have the Jones lawsuit dismissed.344
Eighty-eight o f the 215 pages were missing, as were the names of the women
involved. But in this third formal statement, Clinton admitted giving Lewinsky gifts
but clearly denied any sexual involvement with her. Asked whether he and Lewinsky
had ever been alone together in the Oval Office, he said, “I don’t recall....It’s possible
that she, in while she was working there, brought something to me and that at that
time she brought it to me, she was the only person there. That’s possible.”345
Clinton’s deposition (his third statement on the matter) was criticized by
content analysts for its evasive nature; Clinton “often lapsed into the present tense
when answering critical questions,” a habit that they held indicates deception, and
constantly qualified his answers with “I think,” “I believe, “it seemed,” “not sure,”
and “my recollection is.”346
Clinton’s denials seemed to be catching up with him, and he retreated from
343 “Clinton Denied Initiating Job help for Lewinsky,” Washington Post, Mar. 5, 1998, p. A l.
344 “Time Line,” in Washington Post, Sunday, Sept. 13, 1998, p. A32.
345 Deposition of President Clinton, 10:30 a.m., Jan. 17, 1998; released Friday, March 13, 1998. A
transcript of the portions of the deposition having to do with the President’s relationship to Monica
Lewinsky can be found in Appendix V.ii.
346 “Follow the Wording,” Washington Post, April 26, 1998, p. COL
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responding directly to these new revelations. The day after the deposition leaked to
the Post, Clinton denounced it as “illegal...I have nothing else to say. I’m going to do
my job. I’m going to follow the law. That’s what I wish everyone would do.
Somebody in this case ought to follow the law.”347 According to the Washington
Post, at the May 1st press conference Clinton announced that he was “‘absolutely’
prepared to leave Lewinsky questions hanging for the rest o f his presidency if that is
what his lawyers advise.”348
However, Clinton was not given the freedom to leave anything hanging. He
was summoned by a grand jury to testify about his relationship with Lewinsky. On
August 17, he gave hours of testimony, all of which were kept from the public.
Up until this moment, Clinton’s conduct had resembled the self-defeating
actions of Kennedy and Bakker. However, Clinton now chose a new strategy.
His first move was to go immediately to the public in a display of willing
openness. On the evening o f August 17, he broadcast a televised statement,
explaining his grand jury testimony. He had to confess that his previous denials of a
sexual relationship with Lewinsky were incorrect; a sexual relationship had indeed
existed. The confession faced him with two challenges in this: to get around his
unambiguous denials in press conferences (a public relations problem) and to explain
how his deposition o f January 17 and his grand jury testimony fit together (a legal
problem, since any contradiction would imply that he had perjured himself).

“As you know,” he said, in his broadcast of August 17, “in a deposition in
January, I was asked questions about my relationship with Monica Lewinsky. While
347 “Clinton Denounces Leak as ‘Illegal’,” Washington Post, Friday, March 6, 1998.
348 “Clinton Dismisses Attacks,” Washington Post, Friday, May 1, 1998, p. A01.
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my answers were legally accurate, I did not volunteer information. Indeed, I did have
a relationship with Miss Lewinsky that was not appropriate. In fact, it was wrong.
It constituted a critical lapse in judgment and a personal failure on my part for which I
am solely and completely responsible....I know that my public comments and my
silence about this matter gave a false impression. I misled people, including even my
wife. I deeply regret that....Now, this matter is between me, the two people I love
most~my wife and our daughter-and our God. I must put it right, and I am prepared
to do whatever it takes to do so. Nothing is more important to me personally. But it
is private, and I intend to reclaim my family life for my family....It is time to stop the
pursuit of personal destruction and the prying into private lives and get on with our
national life.”349
This initial stab at confession—Clinton’s fourth statement on the matter, and
the first to admit fault-was widely viewed by the media as “a failure.” Clinton’s
choice o f words such as “misled” (a mild term for the absolute public denials which he
now chose to ignore), “lapse in judgment” (a mistake, not a moral flaw), and “legally
accurate” (rather than “factually untrue”) seemed, to commentators, to avoid any
blame. In the Washington Post, one reporter blamed Clinton for “clinging to split
hairs...the kind o f dodge not permitted in true confession,” while an editorial pointed
out that reactions from Washington residents “made it clear they wanted nothing less
than a full confession.”350
In response, Clinton made two more public speeches in which he referred to
349 Public statement of President Clinton, August 17, 1998; transcript provided by the Federal
Document Clearing House. A full transcript of the entire statement can be found in Appendix V.iii.
350 Ronald Lee and Matthew H. Barton, “Clinton’s Rhetoric of Contrition,” pp. 225-226.
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his conduct with Lewinsky. The first of these came on August 28, the thirty-fifth
anniversary of the civil rights landmark, the March on Washington, and was delivered
at the end o f Clinton’s speech to a primarily African-American audience at Union
Chapel at Martha’s Vineyard. In the speech, Clinton recalled watching the March on
television, in the summer o f 1963: “ I remember weeping uncontrollably during
Martin Luther King's speech, and I remember thinking when it was over, my country
would never be the same, and neither would I. There are people all across this
country who made a more intense commitment to the idea of racial equality and
justice that day than they had ever made before. And so, in very personal ways, all of
us became better and bigger because of the work of those who brought that great day
about.”351
After identifying himself with King’s work o f racial reconciliation, Clinton
went on to talk about America’s need to relate peacefully to other countries, to
resolve its own racial tensions-and to forgive its enemies. “All of you know,” he told
his audience, “I'm having to become quite an expert in this business of asking for
forgiveness. It gets a little easier the more you do it. And if you have a family, an
administration, a Congress and a whole country to ask you, you're going to get a lot of
practice.” The remark drew a huge ovation, and Clinton was applauded when he went
on to say, “It is important that we are able to forgive those we believe have wronged
us, even as w e ask for forgiveness from people we have wronged. And I heard that

first - first - in the civil rights movement.” Although he did not directly talk about
the Lewinsky affair, Clinton was widely seen as having apologized for it.
351 From the White House transcript of President Clinton’s speech in Oak Bluffs, Massachusetts,
Friday, Aug. 28, 1998.
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Clinton added a third facet to his admission of wrongdoing on September 11,
when he spoke at the annual Washington prayer breakfast in the East Room of the
White House. Here, at last, Clinton spoke the words “I have sinned.” After
welcoming the gathered ministers, he told them:
I agree with those who have said that in my first statement after I
testified I was not contrite enough. I don't think there is a fancy way to
say that I have sinned. It is important to me that everybody who has
been hurt know that the sorrow I feel is genuine: first and most
important, my family; also my friends, my staff, my Cabinet, Monica
Lewinsky and her family, and the American people. I have asked all for
their forgiveness. But I believe that to be forgiven, more than sorrow is
required - at least two more things. First, genuine repentance - a
determination to change and to repair breaches of my own making. I
have repented. Second, what my bible calls a "broken spirit"; an
understanding that I must have God's help to be the person that I want
to be; a willingness to give the very forgiveness I seek; a
renunciation of the pride and the anger which cloud judgment, lead
people to

excuse and compare and to blame and complain....I will

instruct my lawyers to mount a vigorous defense, using all available
appropriate arguments. But legal language must not obscure the fact

that I have done wrong....I will continue on the path of repentance,
seeking pastoral support and that of other caring people so that they
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can hold me accountable for my own commitment.352
Clinton had now confessed three times. Unlike Swaggart, he had not fully admitted
moral fault. But he had played the other aspects of the public confession so
successfully that, against all odds, he managed to convince a significant segment of the
American public that he was neither a predator nor an evildoer.
*

As a Southern Baptist, Clinton belonged to a tradition o f public repentance
and confession. In his autobiography, he tells of his childhood Sundays at the First
Baptist Church of Hope, Arkansas and, a little later, at the Park Place Baptist Church.
As a nine-year-old, he took part in the American Protestant ritual of public
confession:
In 1955 I had absorbed enough of my church’s teachings to know that I
was a sinner and wanted Jesus to save me. So I came down the aisle at
the end o f Sunday service, professed my faith in Christ, and asked to
be baptized. The [Park Place minister] came to the house to talk to
Mother and me. Baptists require an informed profession of faith for
baptism; they want people to know what they are doing...353
Public confession in front o f a large audience undoubtedly seemed quite natural to the
southern Baptist Clinton. He was part of that audience which saw thousands of
sinners pour down to the front o f the stadium to admit their wrongdoings after a Billy
Graham invitation:
352 From the Associated Press transcript o f President Clinton’s Prayer Breakfast Speech, Friday,
September 11, 1998. The full text o f this confession can be found in Appendix V.v.
353 Bill Clinton, M y Life, pp. 23, 30
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One of the Sunday-school teachers offered to take a few of the boys in
our church to Little Rock to hear Billy Graham preach in his crusade in
War Memorial Stadium....Back then, Billy Graham was the living
embodiment of Southern Baptist authority, the largest religious figure
in the South, perhaps in the nation. I wanted to hear him
preach....Reverend Graham delivered a powerful message in his
trademark twenty minutes. When he gave the invitation for people to
come down onto the football field to become Christians or to rededicate
their lives to Christ, hundreds...came down the stadium aisles....For
months after that I regularly sent part of my small allowance to
support his ministry.354
But from his earliest days, Clinton’s exposure to public confession also involved the
keeping of secrets. In his autobiography, he writes that the “secret I had in grade
school and junior high was sending part of my allowance to Billy Graham....I never
told my parents or friends about that.” Once, when he was getting ready to mail off
his contribution to Graham, he took a long circuitous route to the mailbox with the
envelope in order to avoid being seen by his stepfather, who was working in the back
yard.355
Furthermore, Clinton had viewed firsthand the results of a too-frank
confession. Although he makes no mention of Carter’s 1976 Playboy interview,
Clinton describes his work as the Arkansas chair of 1976 Carter campaign:
The fall campaign was a roller coaster. Carter came out of the
354 Clinton, My Life, p. 39.
355 Ibid., p. 46.
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convention in New York with a thirty-point lead over President Ford,
but....President Ford made an impressive effort to catch up....In the end,
Carter defeated Ford by about 2 percent of the popular vote and by 297
electoral votes to 240.356
In the gap between the thirty-point and the two-percent lead lay the disastrous
confession o f the Southern Baptist Carter, an intersection of Baptist practice and
political reality that Clinton is not likely to have missed.
From his earliest days, Clinton was imbued with the ideal of Protestant
confession as both public and well-informed, involving full consent o f both the will
and the mind, and performed before a witnessing community that could testify to that
full consent. Yet he was very much aware that an open confession such as
Swaggart’s was more likely to gain forgiveness from a religious congregation than from
a national audience that (unlike Swaggart’s followers) had no religious duty to forgive
a sinner. As a Southern Baptist himself, Clinton came from a religious background
where public admission of moral failing, along with public repentance, led inevitably
to forgiveness; as an occupant of the political realm, he had seen the disastrous effects
that public confession could have on a candidate.
This dual awareness is evident both in Clinton’s early denials, and in his later,
carefully-phrased confessions. Clinton’s first impulse was to avoid confessing; he
responded to Starr’s investigation by denying that he had every been involved with
Lewinsky. Since Lewinsky had signed an affidavit saying that no sexual relationship
existed, Clinton had reason to believe that he could maintain his denial.
356 Ibid., p. 241-242.
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But even in his early avoidance of confession, Clinton (like McPherson) went
directly to his public, avoiding the Kennedy/Bakker trap of allowing the news media
or court papers to break his story for him. As soon as he realized that the Post was
publishing the news o f his alleged affair with Lewinsky, he gave three interviews;
these interviews covered the television-watching public (Lehrer), the radio audience
(NPR), and the members of Congress. In each, he repeated the same succinct denials.
Less than a week later, he said directly to cameras covering his January 26 press
conference, “I did not have sexual relations with that woman.”
The deposition leak was the sort indirect revelation Clinton had attempted to
avoid. However, he immediately responded with the neoevangelical strategy of
placing himself on the side of good against evil. The circumstances of this leak
allowed him to take the high ground, portraying himself as a law-abiding victim of an
unprincipled enemy (“ I’m going to follow the law ....Somebody in this case ought to
follow the law”). This position, which puts him on the right side of the law as
opposed to lawbreakers, was a political reinterpretation of the basic principles
provided by neoevangelical rhetoric.
Before the release of his grand jury testimony, Clinton again went directly to
the public, broadcasting a carefully worded statement that sounded like a confession
(“It was wrong”) but did not actually contradict his deposition, since his only
admission was that he and Lewinsky had a relationship that was “not appropriate.”
He was able in this way to pre-empt the grand jury videotapes and transcripts. He
also began to use language that was more specifically religious in character, in
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recognition that the demand for him to admit wrongdoing was growing louder.
His final confession, the September 11 prayer breakfast speech, came at a time
when it was clear that the American public still needed to hear a traditional, sinadmitting confession. His confession of moral failure was tailored to the audience of
ministers; he concentrated on those types of moral failure with which all present
could identify (pride, anger, lack of contrition). Although this confession was not
made directly to the public, Clinton’s decision to make it to a chosen group of
ministers allowed him to surround his words with his own selected “frame.” The
ministers who first heard the confession reacted to it with forgiveness and
compassion, thus providing a model for the rest of the public. Minister Gordon
MacDonald, addressing his Massachusetts congregation after returning from the
prayer breakfast, demonstrates exactly how useful his inclusion was to Clinton’s
cause:
I was present at the breakfast when the President spoke. The
experience will always remain as one of the most extraordinary
experiences o f my life. ...I have chosen to believe that every word of
the President’s speech on Friday was out of a genuinely contrite heart.
I have seen his private tears, heard his personal words o f remorse.
And I have chosen to embrace this man, as a sinner in need of mercy. I
have received him as I would try to receive any o f you, should you

find yourself in similar circumstances.357
MacDonald and the other ministers at the breakfast not only placed Clinton’s
357 “Pray for the President,” transcript of a sermon delivered by Gordon MacDonald on Sept. 13,1998,
to the congregation o f Grace Chapel, Lexington, Mass.
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confession in a context of sincerity and Biblical repentance but identified Clinton as
one Christian among many, a “sinner in need of mercy,” just like “any of you,” who
might “find yourself in similar circumstances.”
In fact, Clinton was not “one of you”: he was the President of the United
States. The voters were not under the same obligation of forgiveness that a religious
congregation might feel.
However, for some months before, Clinton had been working to obscure the
distinction by visibly identifying himself as a member of the Christian church.
“Besieged by allegations about his personal life,” the Washington Post reported on
January 26, “President Clinton yesterday left the White House for the first time in
days to attend morning services...at Foundry United Methodist Church....[He was]
swept into a warm tide of smiles and hugs.”358 Once inside, Clinton “smiled and
nodded his head” as the church choir “sang a song with words, ‘My God is a rock in a
weary land, a shelter in the time of storm.’”359 Clinton allied himself with Christianity
not just visibly, but symbolically; in one of many gestures of identification with
Christian voters, he had gathered advisors and aides together in the midst of the crisis
to watch the movie The Apostle, a sympathetic portrayal of a Pentecostal evangelist,
as a “morale-boosting session.”360
The strategy had been partially successful. In late August, the National
Council of Churches had issued an official letter called “An Appeal for Healing,”
which pointed out the “common sinfulness” of all men, accepted Clinton’s August
358 “Clintons Find Solace, Support at Church,” Washington Post, Mon., Jan. 26, 1998, p. A09.
359 Ibid.
360 “Aide, Clinton Were Close”

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

232

apology, and suggested that Americans move on: “It is time once again to be led by
our President,” the letter said. “We need our country back.”
But neoevangelical strongholds had been harder to crack. The neoevangelical
flagship magazine Christianity Today called the August 17 confession a “televised
nonapology” in which the President “hid behind weasel words: “It was profoundly
disturbing...[to hear] the President’s attempt to excuse his stonewalling,” the magazine
editorialized. “....What amazes us is that though Clinton comes from a conservative
Christian background, he doesn’t seem to understand the fundamentals o f remorse and
repentance....”361
At Clinton’s Prayer Breakfast speech, over one hundred ministers were in
attendance; according to the Washington Post, “leaders from most religions,” including
“Catholic, Christians, Jews, Muslims, [and] Hindus” were on the guest list.362 The
Post added that “most represented] the more liberal traditions in their particular
religion”; among the few neoevangelicals present were T. D. Jakes, black pastor of an
enormous, Pentecostal-flavored nondenominational church in Dallas, and Gordon
MacDonald, who had himself confessed to adultery eleven years earlier, eventually
regaining his pulpit after an extended period of “rehabilitation.”
Clinton had to woo neoevangelicals without alienating other religious leaders,
many of whom saw the new evangelical alliance as a threat. The Prayer Breakfast
speech was only the first part of his courtship. In this confession, he used Biblical
phrases, the only vocabulary shared by a majority of those present. “I ask you to
361 “The Prodigal Who Didn’t Come Home: Why the President’s ‘apology’ misfired,” Christianity
Today, Oct. 5, 1998.
362 “Prayer Breakfast Sways Ministers,” Washington Post, Sat., Sept. 12, 1998, p. A10.
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share my prayer that God will search me and know my heart,” he told his listeners,
quoting from Psalm 51, and went on to use familiar words from II Cor. 2 (“let me
walk by faith and not sight”) and Psalm 19 (“let the words of my mouth...be
pleasing”). At the same time he quoted from the Yom Kippur liturgy and from the
Prayer o f St. Francis (“I ask...to be an instrument of God’s peace”), thus extending a
rhetorical hand to Jews and Catholics as well.
The second half of his plan to disarm neoevangelical criticism became clear in
the following days. On September 13, just two days after the breakfast, Gordon
MacDonald told his Sunday-morning congregation that the President had asked him
and two other ministers to form an “accountability group that would deal with the
spiritual realities o f his life and help him walk his way through a personal restoration
process.”363 On September 18, the New York Times reported that the other two
ministers were Tony Campolo and J. Philip Wogaman.364
Clinton’s selection of these three men was carefully done. Although
MacDonald and Campolo were theologically conservative neoevangelicals, neither was
active in politically conservative, anti-Democrat organizations (in contrast to such
vocal neoevangelical preachers as Jerry Falwell or James Dobson). MacDonald was
the author o f Rebuilding Your Broken World, a book written after his own confession
of adultery and published by the very conservative neoevangelical publisher Thomas
Nelson. Campolo, an independent Baptist, was also an academic: he taught sociology
at a small college in Pennsylvania, and a few years earlier had publicly chastised Jerry
363 “Pray for the President”
364 “Testing of a President: Spiritual Help; New Minister Joins Clinton’s 2 Counselors,” Sept. 18,
1998.
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Falwell for selling a video accusing Clinton of involvement in drug and murder
conspiracies.365 Wogaman was a Methodist minister and ethicist, and the pastor of the
church the Clintons occasionally attended in Washington.
MacDonald’s rhetoric drew Clinton into the neoevangelical circle.
“Accountability groups” were common among neoevangelical men, and MacDonald’s
words to his congregation challenged them to accept the group’s existence as proof of
Clinton’s desire for moral purity He told them that, at the Prayer Breakfast, he had
seen the President
reenacting the Biblical story of King David....This public statement of
repentance given on Friday was remarkable....No one could have been
present and retained a disbelieving, a cynical, a hardened attitude
toward this man who opened his heart and acknowledged his
realization of his sin....Christ-following people have an obligation to
treat seriously any attempt by a self-proclaimed sinner who asks for
forgiveness.366
At the same time, Tony Campolo-an neoevangelical who voted Democrat and had
earned himself the title of leader of the “Evangelical Left”- acted as reassurance to
Democratic voters that it was possible to use neoevangelical rhetoric and still remain
committed to liberal political ideals.
This effective strategy was soon eliciting complaints from those
neoevangelicals who opposed Clinton on political grounds. At the Christian Coalition
365 “Testing o f a President: The Counselors; Clinton Selects Clerics to Give Him Guidance,” New
York Times, Sept. 15, 1998.
366 “pray for
President”
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Convention in late September, delegates complained that American voters weren’t
angry enough with Clinton. “Supposedly there are many Christians in this nation,
God fearing people,” fumed a delegate from Northern Virginia, “and yet Clinton can
attend church and supposedly that makes him godly, even when every policy he’s
had has been ungodly.”367 Right-wing political luminaries Ralph Reed, Oliver North,
and James Dobson all insisted that Clinton should forfeit the presidency for his
behavior, and bemoaned the fact that the American people were “insufficiently
outraged.”
The ultimate success of Clinton’s strategy is clear in the words of James
Dobson, founder of the ultra-conservative Focus on the Family: “What has alarmed
me throughout this episode has been the willingness of my fellow citizens to
rationalize the President’s behavior even as they suspected, and later knew, he was
lying. I am left to conclude that our greatest problem is not in the Oval Office. It is
with the people of this land.”368 Meanwhile, commentator Richard Schechner was
writing, “The presidency...[has not] been indelibly stained and dishonored. The
fundamentalist Christian talk-radio Right is not riding into power. Actually, I am
happy with what’s happened.”369 Clinton had courted neoevangelicals while rejecting
their politics; he had managed to place himself on the right side of a holy war; and in
the process had shifted blame for his continued popularity away from his own actions
and toward the American people themselves.
Meanwhile, Clinton had to avoid being branded a predator by the larger
367 “Testing of a President: The Conservatives; Christian Coalition Moans Lack o f Anger at Clinton,”
New York Times, Sept. 20, 1998.
368 Ibid.
369 Richard Schechner, “Oedipus Clintonius,” TDR, Vol. 43, No. 1 (Spring, 1999), p. 7.
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American public. Since the beginning of the scandal, a constant trickle of commentary
pointed out that, by any measure, Clinton was guilty of sexual harassment (“The
President o f the United States is a sexual predator,” fumed Andrew Ferguson in Time,
“...the most powerful and famous man in the world....she is starstruck...and he takes
her”).
Yet polls showed the majority of Americans did not entirely blame him for the
affair,370 in large part because media reports consistently portrayed Lewinsky as a
predator in her own right. “Her former boss at the Pentagon calls her competent,
reliable, and energetic.” the Post reported, right after the scandal first broke. “But
others there fault her for making sexually explicit jokes and time-wasting phone calls.”
She was a “rich kid” who attended Beverly Hills High School and a private exclusive
prep school, who had already had at least one affair with a man “twice her age.”371
Less than ten days into the scandal, a former teacher at her high school announced to
the press that he had had an affair with her, that she “talked obsessively about sex,”
and that she had “a pattern of twisting facts.”372 A “friend” insisted that Lewinsky
had told him, months before going to work at the White House, “that she longed to
have sex with the president on his Oval Office desk....[Acquaintances paint an image
of a young woman...who read sexual meaning into the merest chance encounter.”373
Clinton himself never spoke disparagingly of Lewinsky, and his director of
communications reportedly told the whole White House staff that she would “kill”
370 Andrew Ferguson, “It’s the Sex, Stupid,” in Time, Feb. 2, 1998; “White House Sex Allegations
Don’t Trouble Most People,” Washington Post, Mon., Jan. 26, 1998, p. A01.
371 “Lewinsky: 2 Coasts, 2 Lives, Many Images,” Washington Post, Sunday, Jan. 24, 1998, p A01.
377 “Lewinsky’s Former Teacher Discloses Affair,” Washington Post, Wed., Jan 28, 1998, p. A22.
373 “Aide’s Interest in Clinton Was Well-Known,” Washington Post, Thurs., Jan. 29, 1998.
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anyone who tried to shift the focus onto Lewinsky’s sexuality. This in itself helped
Clinton to avoid appearing to be a persecutor. His only comments about Lewinsky
managed to cast himself in the continuing role of victim: friends told reporters that the
two had become close because they “shared stores about their turbulent family
upbringings...Lewinsky is the child of divorced parents, and Clinton grew up with an
adoptive father who was an alcoholic and sometimes physically abusive.”374
By February 1, a Washington Post poll found that 58 percent of respondents
“had an unfavorable impression of Lewinsky, with only 7 percent saying that they
“viewed her favorably”; the rest “were withholding judgment.”375 In the end,
Lewinsky’s persona as sexual predator made accusations of harassment something the
public was able to shrug off.

“Maybe there is sexual harassment,” a Florida voter

told the Washington Post, “but it is negligible considering what [Clinton] has done for
the country.”376
If Clinton did not actually portray himself as the sexual victim of an evil
predator, he allowed others to do so. And he actively portrayed himself as a legal
victim. From the moment that the scandal broke, Clinton insisted that the
investigation o f his affair with Lewinsky was an attempt by independent prosecutor
Kenneth Starr to find some legal pretext for recommending impeachment-justified or
not. This strategy—a politicized version of the holy-war strategy followed by
Swaggart—allowed Clinton to survive the revelation that he had lied about die affair.
On September 21, Clinton’s videotaped testimony before the grand jury—his
314 “Aide, Clinton Were Close,Friends Told,” Washington Post, Sun., Jan. 25, 1998, p. A01
“president’s Popularity Hits New Highs”
376 “G illey ’s Story Gets a Shrug From Public,” Washington Post, Thurs., Mar. 19, 1998, p. A01.
375
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sixth statement on the matter, and his third confession of fault—was released to the
public. Transcripts o f the most embarrassing bits, dealing with Clinton’s exact sexual
relationship with Lewinsky, appeared nationally in newspapers and on web sites;
video clips of Clinton’s evasions were broadcast on the news and on talk shows for
weeks afterwards.
This grand jury testimony was obscure and confused when it came to his exact
sexual relations, and ridiculously precise when it came to discussion o f the earlier
deposition. “Were you physically intimate with Monica Lewinsky?” asked one of
the lawyers, to which Clinton answered that it would save “a lot of time” if he could
“read a statement” that would “make it clear.”
When I was alone with Ms. Lewinsky on certain occasions in early
1996 and once in early 1997,1 engaged in conduct that was wrong.
These encounters did not consist of sexual intercourse. They did not
constitute sexual relations as I understood that term to be defined at
my January 17th, 1998 deposition. But they did involve inappropriate
intimate contact. These inappropriate encounters ended, at my
insistence, in early 1997.1 also had occasional telephone conversations
with Ms. Lewinsky that included inappropriate sexual banter. I regret
that what began as a friendship came to include this conduct, and I take
full responsibility for my actions. While I will provide the grand jury
whatever other information I can, because of privacy considerations
affecting my family, myself, and others, and in an effort to preserve the
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dignity o f the office I hold, this is all I will say about the specifics of
these particular matters. I will try to answer, to the best of my ability,
other questions including questions about my relationship with Ms.
Lewinsky; questions about my understanding of the term "sexual
relations", as I understood it to be defined at my January 17th, 1998
deposition; and questions concerning alleged subordination of perjury,
obstruction of justice, and intimidation of witnesses.377
The interrogating lawyer pointed out that “sexual relations” had been defined, in the
January 17th deposition, as “contact with the genitalia, anus, groin, breast, inner
thigh, or buttocks o f any person with an intent to arouse or gratify the sexual desire of
any person,” and wondered what kind of “intimate contact” could be considered
“inappropriate” and yet not involve any of these body parts. “I think it’s clear,”
Clinton snapped. “I do not believe it included conduct which falls within the
definition I was given in the Jones deposition....I thought the definition included any
activity by the person being deposed, where the person was the actor and came in
contact with those parts of the body...and excluded any other activity. For example,
kissing is not covered by that.”
The many pages of the Starr report, released along with Clinton’s grand jury
testimony, included Lewinsky’s statements that she had performed oral sex on the
President (which would not have been covered by Clinton’s tortuous understanding of
the definition, since he, the “person being deposed,” hadn’t touched Lewinsky in any
of the areas mentioned), but also included statements making clear that a “sexual
377 Grand jury testimony o f President Clinton, August 17, 1998; released to the public, Sept. 21, 1998.
A transcript o f the relevant sections of the testimony can be found in Appendix V.iv.
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relation” as described by Jones’s lawyers had indeed existed. Clinton, pushed to
clarify, grew more incoherent (“I think what I thought there was, since this was some
sort o f-as I remember they said in the previous discussion-and I’m only
remembering now, so if I make a mistake you can correct me....”)
Finally, one o f the lawyers present quoted an earlier statement by Clinton’s
attorney: “’There is no sex of any kind in any manner, shape or form, with President
Clinton.’ That statement is made by your attorney in front of [the judge who
presided over the Jones deposition], correct?...That statement is a completely false
statement...an utterly false statement. Is that correct?”
“It depends,” Clinton answered, “on what the meaning of the word ‘is’ is....If
‘is’ means is and never has been...that is one thing. If it means that there is none, that
was a completely true statement.” (To this, the lawyer, apparently caught between
incredulity and amusement, remarked, “Do you mean today that because you were
not engaging in sexual activity with Ms. Lewinsky during the deposition that the
statement....might be literally true?”)
This lawyerly redefining of language revealed Clinton’s power over the
meaning contained within words—a secular version of the Pentecostal power to create
verbal truth. It succeeded in producing sympathy for Clinton’s plight because Clinton
was actively using his words—as McPherson had done—to avoid being victimized by a
vengeful legal system. He was being oppressed by Starr’s investigation and was using
his words to avoid incriminating himself.
His defensiveness was immediately understandable to every American
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watching him. The constitutional right against self-incrimination is central to the
American sense of self-protection: “taking the Fifth” has become a slang phrase
meaning “no comment.” In American law, this right is connected to an ideal of valid
confession as always voluntary. Kevin Crotty writes, “Voluntariness has been, in the
words o f one court, the ‘ultimate test’ for confessions, and ‘the only clearly
established test in Anglo-American courts for two hundred years.’” 378
The 1966 Miranda decision developed the necessity of voluntariness further;
in the Miranda case, a confession was considered invalid not because it was tortured
or threatened out of a subject, but because a threat was implied by the presence of
officers of the law. The circumstances presented “an overwhelming impression of
authority—one that is entitled not only to get an answer, but to use whatever means
are necessary to obtain one.”379
Clinton was not in police custody, nor was he helpless; he was, in fact,
surrounded by teams o f lawyers. But for months he had been objecting that the Starr
investigation was pressuring him, looking for any excuse to file charges against him,
and willing to do whatever was necessary to dig up enough legal dirt to discredit him.
He had successfully portrayed himself as a man under attack. In these circumstances,
he was able to arouse a certain public sympathy for his lies-in the same way that a
man might be excused for lying to the police out of fear that they may take advantage
of him.
The kind of public confession that American television audiences had become
familiar with was, after all, Augustinian confession-confession undertaken by the
378 Crotty, L aw ’s Interior, p. 94; Culombe v. Connecticut, 367 U.S. 568, 602 (1961).
379 Crotty, L aw ’s Interior, p. 97.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

242

will, apart from the pressures of any external law system. This kind of confession is
so widely valued because it demonstrates a certain idealized view of the human self:
the self as freely deciding, free in will, and essentially independent from the
surrounding legal system. Kevin Crotty concludes,
The will constitutes an essential dimension of the person for
contemporary Western societies. The will in some sense simply is the
person, construed as an agent. Because of the will, our actions truly
express who we are; they are a manifestation of our authentic self.380
Voluntary confession implies control over the self; it suggests that Augustine’s
evaluating self has asserted the upper hand.
Involuntary confession, on the other hand, strikes at the very heart of the
individual self; if a man can be forced to confess against his will (the situation which
the Miranda case tried to address), the self itself has been eroded. Involuntary
confession suggests that the autonomous self may actually be an illusion, that the self
is far more dependent on the social pressures surrounding it than we like to think.
Clinton constantly excused the inaccuracy of his earlier statements by citing
the need to resist pressures that might be forcing him toward coerced confession.
Even the grand jury testimony-which might have been thought fatally damaging to
Clinton’s popularity, since it showed him admitting that previous statements were
untrue—showed Clinton desperately attempting to escape being forced into

c o n f e s s io n

against his will.
Clinton then managed to place himself as the victim of a sexually rapacious
380 Crotty, L a w ’s Interior, p. 100.
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woman, and also as the potential victim of legal pressures. Both of these were
illusions (considering his age and experience as opposed to Lewinsky’s, and also his
team o f lawyers on call). But perhaps the most extraordinary testimony to Clinton’s
identification of himself as a victim and underdog —extraordinary for a Rhodes
Scholarship-winning white lawyer who occupied the highest American elected office—
was the support o f African-American voters.
African-American support was not merely a matter of approval of his
policies, although this played a part; just after the scandal was uncovered, 81 percent
of black voters polled thought that the President was doing a good job. But 77
percent said that he shared America’s moral values (twice as many as whites); after
the release of the Starr Report, 63 percent of black voters polled still asserted that
Clinton shared the “moral values of most Americans—while 22 percent of whites
did.381 Ishmael Reed wrote in the Baltimore Sun that Clinton had black style and a
“black walk”; most famously, in the New Yorker, Toni Morrison called Clinton “our
first black president. Blacker than any actual black person who could ever be elected
in our children’s lifetime. After all, Clinton displays almost every trope of blackness;
single-parent household, bom poor, working-class, saxophone-playing, McDonald’sand-junk-food-loving boy from Arkansas.”382
Morrison had her tongue in her cheek; Clinton’s cultural affinity for black
culture was as Southern as it was African-American. But her over-the-top rhetoric
highlighted a peculiarity in Clinton’s relationship to America. Despite the fact that he
was the elected leader o f the entire country, Clinton successfully positioned himself
381 David Horowitze, “Clint’s Amen Chorus,” FrontPageMagazine.com, Oct. 12, 1998.
383 Toni Morrison, “The Talk of the Town,” The New Yorker, Oct. 5, 1998, p. 32.
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as attacked and opposed by mainstream American culture.
Clinton was a strong supporter of civil rights and, later, affirmative action; this
naturally ran him into a certain amount of political conflict. As the Los Angeles Times
pointed out in 1998, “From the start of his political career in Arkansas, Clinton was
hounded by superpatriotic, erstwhile, hard-line segregationists, notably the former
state Supreme Court Justice Jim Johnson and his associates, whose hatred of
Clinton’s views on civil rights and the Vietnam War led them to charge him with all
sorts of fantastic crimes, from drug smuggling to murder.”383 But it is this sense of
opposition not just to far-right racists but to mainstream American culture that
impelled Chris Rock to come up with the original label, which Morrison borrowed.
Clinton, said Rock, is the “first black president” because everything he does is
criticized. “He got his hair cut for $200 and people lost their minds,” Rock said.
“It’s very simple. Black people are used to being persecuted. Hence, they relate to
Clinton.”3*4
In his August 28th speech at Martha’s Vineyard, Clinton not only identified
himself with Martin Luther King Jr., but also to Nelson Mandela, who taught him (he
said) the importance o f not hating one’s enemies. Both men are black—but both are
also victims of a dominant white culture. This, Clinton’s “victimization,” much more
than his ability to play the saxophone and “sing in black churches without a
hymnal,”385was central to black support of Clinton during the scandal. The treatment
383 Linda Schulte-Sasse, “Fixing the Nation's Problem: When a Sweet Bird of Youth Crosses the
Line,” p.22.
384 ‘Testing of a President: The Supporters; Blacks Stand by a President Who ‘Has Been There for Us,”
New York Times, Sept. 19, 1998.
385 Ibid.
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of Clinton during the impeachment, a little later, was repeatedly referred to as
“lynching,”386 a term that certainly brings race, but also violence of a mob against a
single person into view.
Again and again, the language of Clinton supporters moved from specifically
racial terms to more general terms of victimization. On September 15,1998, Harvard
sociologist Orlando Patterson objected, in the New York Times, that the focus on
Clinton’s sex life was an erosion of the right to privacy: “One reason AfricanAmericans have so steadfastly stood by the President,” he writes, “...is that their
history has been one long violation of their privacy....No one knows better than
African-Americans just what freedom means.” Four days later, the Times published a
response letter from Barbara Leah Hartman, professor of English at Wellesley:
“Orlando Patterson is right to identify as a fundamental privilege the right of
privacy,” she writes, and then points out that the intersection o f news reporting and
the Internet has made this privilege even harder to protect: “Mr. Clinton is the First
Victim at the crossroad o f our new technology and our belief in the right to privacy,”
she concludes.387
From the very beginning of the scandal, back on January 21,1998, Clinton
kept repeating that although he was under attack by his political enemies, all he
wanted was to “get back to work.” To Jim Lehrer, he added, “What's important here
is what happens to the American people. I mean,

th ere

are sacrifices to being

president, and in some periods of history, the price is higher than others. I'm just
386 Schulte-Sasse, “Fixing the Nation’s Problem,” p. 35.
387 Orlando Patterson, “What is Freedom Without Privacy,” New York Times, Sept. 15,1998; Barbara
Leah Hannan, “In Internet Age, Not Even President Has Privacy,” New York Times, Sept. 19, 1998.
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doing the best I can for my country....You know, I didn't come here for money or
power or anything else. I came here to spend my time, to do my job, and go back to
my life. That's all I want to do, and that's what I'm trying to do, for the best interests
of America.”388
By insisting that the unearthing of the Lewinsky scandal was an underhanded,
unfair plot by his unprincipled political enemies to discredit him, Clinton was already
positioning himself as a legally righteous man opposed by evil political forces. Six
days later, Hillary Clinton insisted on the Today show that the allegations were the
result o f “a vast right-wing conspiracy.” The public was soon picking up on this
language. “He has a lot of enemies that don’t want him as president,” a New York
man told reporters.389 A February 1 poll suggested that a “majority of
Americans...agree that the president’s political enemies are ‘conspiring’ to bring down
his presidency.”390
Clinton’s insistence that he was being attacked allowed him to move the focus,
as time went on, onto the effects of the rumors themselves rather than on the alleged
wrongdoing. Like McPherson, he portrayed the scandal itself as a tool of the enemy.
In his very first interview, he insisted that the rumors were distracting him from his
real job. In effect, the scandal was hurting all of America. “I have got to get back to
the work of the country,” he told Jim Lehrer. “I was up past midnight with Prime
Minister Netanyahu last night. I’ve got Mr. Arafat coming in....I’ve got to go on with
the work of the country.” In that one brief interview, Clinton repeated the phrase,
388 Transcript of interview with Jim Lehrer, January 21, 1998
389 “G illey ’s Story Gets Shrug”
39° “President’s Popularity Hits New Highs,” Washington Post, Sun., Feb. 1, 1998, p. A01.
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“I’ve got to get back to work” ten times. In his August 17 statement to the public, he
said, “It is time to stop the pursuit of personal destruction...and get on with our
national life. Our country has been distracted by this matter for too long....Now it is
time—in fact, it is past time—to move on. We have important work to do.”

And

even in his most explicit confession of wrongdoing, the September 11 Prayer
Breakfast speech, Clinton said, “It is very important that our nation move
forward....Unless we turn, we will be trapped forever in yesterday’s ways.”
Clinton, like McPherson, benefitted from this strategy. In the fall of 1998, the
director o f polling for CBS pointed out that, in her recent polls, Clinton was earning
praise even from people who thought he was a liar because “he was remaining focused
on his job despite the controversy.”391
Despite the potentially predatory and self-serving nature of his offense,
Clinton managed to reassure his constituency that he was “one of them,” not an elite
leader who would use the powers granted to him by the people to oppress them. His
continual insistence that he needed to “go back to work for the American people”
shifted his position from that of autocrat to servant; his protest that he (unlike his
opponents) was “following the law” relieved the worst fears that he would abuse his
power to circumvent justice.
The scandal saturated the media; almost 50 percent of the news stories that
aired on the major national networks between January 21 and April 20 o f 1998 dealt
with Clinton and some aspect of the Lewinsky affair. But Clinton’s approval rates

391 “Willey’s Story Gets Shrug”
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remained high.392 A February 1 poll conducted by the Washington Post found that
Clinton’s “job approval rating and personal popularity have never been higher,” and
that public perception o f his “honesty and integrity” stood at the exact same levels
where they had been the preceding October.393
Many commentators suggested that Americans were holding Clinton’s
personal morality apart from his performance as President; Kathleen Hall Jamieson
voiced this widespread point of view in the Washington Post, just after a 60 Minutes
piece detailing Clinton’s supposed sexual indiscretions.
The explanation?....[T]he public is drawing a clear distinction between
private and public character; between the personal and the
presidential....And it is possible that some have concluded that those
who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones, a notion borne out by
the finding that half think that Clinton’s moral standards are the same
as that of the average married man.
Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s analysis of Clinton’s enduring popularity—that those who
“live in glass houses” had decided “not to throw stones”-w a s accurate but had
nothing to do with a division between Clinton’s private and public lives. Instead,
Clinton’s popularity stands as testimony to his success in convincing his followers
that, despite his power and privilege, he had no desire to lord it over them. He lived,
as they did, in the “glass house” of moral failure. His success in this was so
extraordinary that he led his opponents into placing themselves as a moral elite,
Kate M. Kenski, “The Framing o f Network News Coverage During the First Three Months of the
Clinton-Lewinsky Scandal,” pp. 252-253.
39 3 “president’s Popularity Hits New Highs,” Washington Post, Sun., Feb. 1, 1998, p. A01.
39 2
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shifting the blame for Clinton’s popularity onto “the American people.”
Unlike Bakker, who also changed his story again and again, Clinton used his
words successfully to portray himself as a victim, to position himself on the right side
of a fight between good and evil, and to shift attention to the effects of the rumors
themselves rather than on his alleged wrongdoing. Clinton’s “great strength and
weakness,” opined the New York Times, “has been his powerful and often successful
urge to be all things to all people.”394 In the end, Clinton’s ability to change not only
his words but even his story to fit the needs of his listeners kept him from being
driven out o f public life, as Swaggart and Bakker had been before him. He was able to
project the image of an Augustinian public confession-one in which the evaluating
self had gained control of the rebellious will by the grace of God-while at the same
time engaging in exactly the sort of rhetoric that Augustine had rejected: rhetoric
which allowed him to talk his way around a full and unstinting admission of
wrongdoing.
Clinton showed enormous skill in continually adapting his words to a rapidly
changing situation. As revelations came, Clinton consistently and successfully
changed his story. The Prayer Breakfast confession, his most explicit, managed to
shift the focus away from his actions with Lewinsky, and instead toward his August
17 confession; his true apology was for his lack of contrition, not for his sexual
relationship with the White House intern. He was, in effect, constructing a new story
on the fly: the story o f a man brought low by pride and self-centeredness. At the end
of the prayer breakfast confession, he explains what the children of America can learn
394 “Starr’s Report Paints a Many-Sided Portrait,” New York Times, Sept. 14, 1998.
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from his difficulties: not to avoid having sex with the wrong person, but rather they
can “learn in a profound way that integrity is important and selfishness is wrong....I
want to embody those lessons for the children of this country.”395
Even as he gave the impression of frankness, Clinton did not actually admit, at
the prayer breakfast, to sex; he maintained the legal fiction of his innocence. His “I
have sinned” statement was beautifully ambiguous:
I agree with those who have said that in my first statement after I
testified I was not contrite enough. I don’t think there is a fancy way
to say that I have sinned.
Parsed by a lawyer, the “I have sinned” would refer back to the lack of contrition, not
to the relationship with Lewinsky. This apology, far more explicitly contrite than
any before, apologized first and foremost not for involvement with Lewinsky (which
still remained undescribed by Clinton, who never used the words “adultery” or
“affair” or, for that matter “sexual relationship”) but for his own earlier confessional
speech of August 17.396
Clinton’s management of the scandal preserved his role in public life. The
attempt to remove him from office failed. After it was over, the Washington Post
reviewed the outcome:
[B]y virtually every key measure, Clinton's job performance ratings are
higher now than they were before the world heard the first reports of
Clinton's relationship with former White House intern Monica S.
Lewinsky. Today, his overall job approval rating stands at 68 percent,
3,5 Lee and Barton, “Clinton’s Rhetoric of Communication,” p. 232.S
396 Lee and Barton, “Clinton’s Rhetoric of Contrition,” p. 232.
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up 8 percentage points from a Post survey taken immediately before
the scandal broke in mid-January 1998. Three in four currently
approve of the way Clinton is handling the economy, up 11 percentage
points from the January 1998 pre-scandal poll. Two in three say they
like the way Clinton is managing foreign affairs, another double-digit
increase from pre-scandal surveys.397
Clinton’s facility with words had allowed him to create an appearance of open
confession that nevertheless stopped short of complete honesty. His southern,
neoevangelical Protestant upbringing taught him not only the importance of public
confession, but also to bring powerful rhetorical devices into play. In his confessions,
he was able to align himself with the American underclass, reassuring his public that
he was not claiming any essential superiority. And as he did so, he placed himself on
the side of good against evil.
*

The public outcry for Clinton’s admission of wrongdoing was matched, four
years later, by a call from the pews of the Catholic church: a demand that the Catholic
hierarchy admit its own sin in allowing known pedophiles to “minister” to children.
The first nationally-known scandal involving priest misconduct had actually
erupted ten years earlier. On May 7, 1992, the Boston station WBZ-TV Channel 4
broadcast a telephone

in te r v ie w w ith form er p r iest J a m es P orter,

in w h ic h Porter

admitted to molesting somewhere between fifty and a hundred children, both boys
and girls, during his years as parish priest in Fall River, a Massachusetts city south of
397 “ Public Gives Clinton Blame, Record Support,” Washington Post, Mon., Feb. 15, 1999, p. A l.
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Boston.398 The next day, the Boston Globe also carried the story, reporting that nine
of the victims intended to sue the Catholic church unless they were compensated and
Porter was brought to justice. The victims, according to the Globe, “said yesterday
that the Fall River diocese...knew that Porter had sexually molested several
children....Yet, they said, church officials did not remove Porter from the priesthood,”
instead transferring him to two other parishes. “There’s no question the church
covered it up,” one of the victims said.399
From this point on, the primary complaint made by the victims of abusive
priests was not that the individual priests had molested them -but that the Catholic
Church had done nothing to protect them, to stop the abuse, or even to admit that it
was happening. James Porter had already confessed to his involvement. Now, his
victims were asking the Catholic Church to confess that it too had done wrong.
Initial reactions from Church spokespeople were defensive, insisting that
Porter’s actions in the 1960s could never happen in the 1990s. “Officials from the
US Catholic Conference say the Catholic Church takes the problem of sexual abuse
much more seriously now than it did even five or 10 years ago,” the Globe reported,
and quoted a spokesperson as saying, “In past decades, child abuse may have been
viewed as simply a moral failing for which one should be repentant rather than a
psychological addiction for which treatment is mandatory. Today things are different.
The mere hint of such a case is viewed by a bishop with alarm.”400
398 David France, Our Fathers: The Secret Life o f the Catholic Church in an Age o f Scandal, pp. 206-

210 .
399 “Nine A llege Priest Abused Them, Threaten to Sue Church,” Boston Globe, May 8, 1992, p. 1Metro.
400 Ibid.
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On May 11, less than a week after the first story, the Globe published its first
criticisms of the Church: “Despite continuing disclosures about sexual misconduct by
its priests,” wrote reporter Alison Bass, “...the Catholic Church is not responding to
the problem as aggressively or as uniformly as other religious denominations.”401 The
story also pointed out that in western Massachusetts alone, two other Roman
Catholic priests had been arrested for sexual offenses in the previous year. In
response, the Fall River diocese issued a one-paragraph statement admitting no fault,
taking no responsibility, and instead attacking the Globe for “the unfortunate manner
in which allegations against a former priest have been made public....Since this has
become a legal matter, it is not appropriate to comment further.”402
On May 14, Cardinal Bernard Law, ruling bishop of the Archdiocese of
Boston (which included Fall River) made his first public statement about the
allegations. Like Kennedy’s televised speech decades before, Law’s remarks were
explanatory, not confessional.
His comments were made at the end of a speech on another subject: a homily
celebrating twenty-five years of ordained service by a group of Catholic priests. “No
one more than we join in the anguish of those most immediately affected by this
betrayal,” he told them, adding that the case was a “rare” one. The church, he went
on, already had “an effective policy...which attempts to respond to such cases in a
holistic way, conscious as we are of the spiritual, moral, psychological, pastoral, and
legal implications that are often present.” The celebration, he said, was “the best
401 “Some Fault Church on Sex Abuse By Priests,” Boston Globe, May 11, 1992, p. 1National/Foreign.
402 Sexual Abuse by Priests is a ‘Betrayal,’ ‘Rare,’ Law Says,” Boston Globe, May 14, 1992, p. 29Metro.
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context in which to address the sad reality of those singular instances when the life of
priestly service to which we have been called has been betrayed. We would be less
than the community o f faith and love which we are called to be, however, were we not
to attempt to respond both to victim and betrayer in truth, in love and in
reconciliation."403
On May 23, Law made a second statement on the matter, this one picking up
on the Falls River statement and criticizing, not the church or the priests, but the
media coverage. "The papers like to focus on the faults of a few. . . . We deplore
that," said Cardinal Law. "The good and dedicated people who serve the church
deserve better than what they have been getting day in and day out in the media.. St.
Paul spoke o f the immeasurable power at work in those who believe

We call

down God's power on our business leaders, and political leaders and community
leaders. By all means we call down God's power on the media, particularly the
Globe.”404
This was the same self-defeating strategy followed by Jim Bakker—a strategy
notably avoided by Jimmy Swaggart, who refused to cast the media as an evil agent
attempting to destroy him.405 Criticizing the media practically guaranteed that
reporters would intensify their attempts to dig out scandal. The Globe continued to
run critical stories; by July, the child-abuse story hit the New York Times, which also
sc r u tin iz in g th e a lle g a tio n s . O n Ju ly 2 6 th e T im e s rep orted th at P orter h a d a lso
403 Ibid.
404 “Law Raps Ex-Priest Coverage,” Boston Globe, May 24, 1992, p. 23-Metro.
405 In his original confession, Swaggart said, “Many times 1 have...chastised [the media] for what I
thought and believed was error....This time I do not. I commend them. I feel that the media...have
been fair and objective and even compassionate.” He listed by name Ted Koppel, three local TV
channels, and investigative reporter John Camp, and praised all o f them.
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molested children in New Mexico while “undergoing treatment for pedophilia at the
Servants o f the Paraclete center...and working weekends at Our Lady of Perpetual
Help parish.”406
On November 20, the New York Times reported that the semiannual meeting
of American Catholic bishops had “adopted a resolution pledging to re-examine and
reinforce church policies designed to root out priests who sexually abuse minors....It
was the bishops’ first collective statement on the problem.” The resolution posed
five guidelines for handling future cases of abuse; the church would respond promptly
to allegations; if evidence confirmed the accusations, the offender would be suspended
and sent to medical treatment; offenses would be reported to the civil authorities; the
victims would receive emotional and spiritual support; and the public would receive
“forthright” explanations, “within the limits of individuals’ privacy.”407
This was not any kind of confession of wrongdoing; in fact, it asserted that
church policies were perfectly adequate to manage the problem. It was not a
reformation, but a “re-examination and re-inforcement” of already existing policies.
But calls for reform were muted when, in December 1993, Porter was sentenced to an
18-20 year prison term. “Televisions across the country carried footage o f him being
locked away,” writes reporter David France in his book on the scandal: “....And as
swiftly as the subject o f sex-abusing priests rose to the national stage, it sank off the
front pages and evening news scrolls to become a problem o f the past.”408
For almost a decade, the issue subsided. But on Epiphany, January 6,2002,
406 “More Suits Filed Against Ex-Priest,” New York Times, July 26, 1992.
407 “Bishops Pledge to Fight Sexual Abuse by Priests,” New York Times, Nov. 20, 1992.
408 France, Our Fathers, p. 217.
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the Globe unveiled the new scandal.
The first headline o f the first Globe story was “Church allowed abuse by
priest for years.” The accusations had shifted their focus: the wrongdoing that
demanded confession was no longer simply that of the priest, the defrocked John J.
Geoghan, but that of the Catholic hierarchy, which had known of the abuse for years
and done nothing to stop it.
The Globe story went on to reveal that in 2001, Cardinal Law had admitted in
a legal deposition that, in 1984, he had given former priest John J. Geoghan a job
working with youth groups. He had taken this step in full knowledge that Geoghan
had already been repeatedly accused of child abuse.
Geoghan’s behavior had continued in his new assignment. In 1989, Geoghan
had been put into institutional treatment for “sexually abusive priests,” but had then
been returned to his same parish, where he continued abusing children. The Globe
story then moved directly to the question that would remain central to the scandal:
“Why did it take a succession of three cardinals and many bishops 34 years to place
children out of Geoghan's reach?”409
The Globe story pointed out that other Church officials had warned Law that
Geoghan was dangerous. Five other bishops—Thomas Daily, Robert Banks, William
Murphy, John McCormack, and Alfred Hughes-were also identified as having kept
Geoghan’s secrets. But blame soon became centered on the person o f Bernard Law,

who came to represent the entire Catholic hierarchy in the eyes of many American
Catholics. The sins o f which Law was accused were the transgressions of the
409 “Church allowed abuse by priest for years: Aware of Geoghan record, archdiocese still shuttled him
from parish to parish,” Boston Globe, Jan. 6, 2002.
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American Catholic Church as a whole: concealing wrongdoing, ignoring the safety of
the children in its parishes, and disregarding the pathological nature of pedophila.
“The transcripts [of depositions in Geoghan’s trial] reflect a consistent institutional
failure by the archdiocese to deal decisively with the problem presented by Geoghan,”
wrote Stephen Kurkjian in the Boston Globe, three weeks later. “In their depositions,
the priests indicate that there was little effort by the archdiocese or...Cardinal Bernard
F. Law, to determine how extensive [Geoghan’s] abuses might have been or whether
the problem was pervasive among other priests.”410
The coverage extended immediately from the Globe to newspapers and TV
news shows across the country. But in contrast to his 1992 actions, Cardinal Law did
not delay a full apology. Going directly to the press, he held an hour-long press
conference on January 10. “I wish to address the issue of sexual abuse of minors by
clergy,” he began. “At the outset, I apologize once again to all those who have been
sexually abused as minors by priests.”4"
Like his 1992 speech, Law’s “apology” was an explanation that sought to
show that he had committed no grave sin. By exposing children to sexual abuse, he
had breached an important (and not trivial) law. But he had done so without full
mental knowledge o f the sin’s gravity, and his will had certainly not given full
consent. “However much I regret having assigned him,” he told the press, “it is
important to recall that John Geoghan was never assigned by me to a parish without
psychiatric or medical assessments indicating that such assignments were
410 “officials avoided confronting priest,” Boston Globe, Jan. 24, 2002.
411 Cardinal Bernard Law, press conference, Jan. 9, 2002. The full text of Law’s statement can be found
in Appendix Vl.i.
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appropriate.” Moral blame, such as it was, belonged to the medical and scientific
authorities he had consulted—not to him.
Law made no mention of the letters from other clergy, received throughout the
1980s, advising him against placing Geoghan back into parish work. He added,
“Before God, however, it was not then, nor is it my intent now, to protect a priest
accused o f misconduct.” Then Law got to the center of his apology: “With all my
heart, I wish to apologize once again for the harm done to the victims of sexual abuse
by priests. I do so in my own name, but also in the name of my brother priests. These
days are particularly painful for the victims of John Geoghan. My apology to them
and their families, and particularly to those who were abused in assignments which I
made, comes from a grieving heart. I am indeed profoundly sorry.”
Law’s statement was characterized by the Boston Globe as “an extraordinary
public expression of remorse.”412 However, outside of the Boston area, the reception
was more skeptical. The skepticism grew louder when Law, despite his pledge in his
apology speech to bring a new openness and a “zero tolerance policy of abuse” to the
Boston archdiocese, refused to allow police and prosecutors access to church records
of clergy behavior. “[F]or all of his apologies and claims of having a ‘grieving heart,’”
commentator Derrick Jackson wrote in the Globe, “Law said nothing about past
incidents that the church knows about....Law said there will be no mandated reporting
of the past....[But] it was the archdiocese's abuse of "confidentiality" that landed them
in the Geoghan mess....Geoghan moved without question to one parish because the
archdiocese, in its "confidentiality," did not tell that parish about Geoghan's past.
412 “A ‘grieving’ Law apologizes for assignment of Geoghan: Orders priests, others to report
pedophiles,” Boston Globe, Jan. 10, 2002.
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That kind o f "confidentiality" has got to go, along with Law.”413
Law was responding to the scandal within a purely Catholic framework. He
had not confessed the actual wrongdoing of which he was accused: the transgression
o f keeping Geoghan’s sins private. Given his own framework for understanding moral
transgressions, he had no “sin” that demanded confession. Furthermore, he was
determined to keep the privacy of secrets revealed by clergy within the confessional.
Increasingly, these two traditional Catholic positions were seen as inadequate not
only by non-Catholics, but by the Catholic public outside of Boston.
Law held another press conference on January 24, insisting that he had no
intention of resigning. Once again he talked of the new policies that the diocese was
implementing, including the establishment of “an interdisciplinary center for the
prevention of sexual abuse of children.”414 Once again, he apologized for the past
while pointing out that he was acting according to Church policies: “I have
acknowledged that, in retrospect, I know that I made mistakes in the assignment of
priests. I have said that I have come to see that our policy was flawed....I wish I
could undo what I now see to have been mistakes. However, that is not a possibility.
What is possible is to apologize again to victims and their families and also to learn
from those mistakes as we plan for the future.” He then announced that he had
decided to make the reporting of abuse allegations retroactive: his office would release
the records o f those complaints.
On January 30, Church lawyers delivered to local law enforcement offices a
•*i3 “\yjjy won’t Law back disclosing past sex abuse?” Boston Globe, Jan. 18, 2002.
414 Cardinal Bernard Law, press conference, Jan. 24, 2002. The full text of Law’s statement can be
found in Appendix Vl.ii.
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tally o f the allegations brought against Boston-area priests over the last forty years.
The allegations were incomplete and included no names of victims, and Law insisted
that “no priests accused of sexual abuse were currently in the church’s employ.”415 At
the end o f the month, Law also published an open letter to the members of the
Archdiocese of Boston and read the letter during Sunday Mass at Boston’s Cathedral
o f the Holy Cross. Yet again, the same justifications were repeated as part o f his
apology: Law had made a mistake but not committed a sin. “[T]he Archdiocese of
Boston has failed to protect one of our most precious gifts, our children,” he wrote,
expanding the fault to the entire Catholic community. “As Archbishop, it was and is
my responsibility to ensure that our parishes be safe havens for our children....In
retrospect, I acknowledge that, albeit unintentionally I have failed in that
responsibility. The judgments which I made, while made in good faith, were tragically
wrong.”416
Most of the rest of the letter was dedicated to an outline of Law’s proposed
reforms. When he returned again, at the letter’s end, to discussion of the current
scandal, he wrote in the passive tense—which allowed him to avoid placing fault:
“Trust in the Church has been shattered....[A]ll of the faithful have suffered. Faith has
been shaken and relationships of affection and trust between the faithful and clergy
have been frayed...” He then described his own part in the scandal, again in words
which shifted blame: this time from himself personally, to the church as a whole.
“My acknowledgment, in retrospect, that the response of the Archdiocese and me
personally to the grave evil of the sexual abuse of children by priests was flawed and
4,5 France, Our Fathers, pp. 309-310.
416 Bernard Law, “Open Letter,” Jan. 26, 2002. The full text of the letter is found in Appendix Vl.iii.
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inadequate,” Law wrote, “has contributed to this profoundly difficult moment in the
life of this Archdiocese...”
By early February, calls for Law’s resignation had grown louder, and anger
over the scandal had focused itself in even more tightly on his behavior. A poll taken
in the first week of February by a local research firm showed that 48 percent of
Boston-area Catholics wanted Law to resign, while 38 percent thought he should stay.
The poll, according to the Globe, also showed that “local Catholics are making a clear
distinction between their beliefs and practices as Catholics, which remain strong, and
their assessment of Law’s conduct, which is extraordinarily weak. They appear
largely to have personalized their anger, criticizing the cardinal but saying that being
upset with him has not affected their broader feelings about the church.”417
Law’s three apologies had not averted blame. Over the next few months, he
refrained from expanding on his earlier statements. “I wonder if the hierarchy knows
how gravely the Roman Catholic Church, especially the American church, has been
wounded,” marvelled Time reporter Lance Morrow in March. “There’s massive
internal bleeding, a hemorrhage of credibility—yet, in the face of all that, a squirming
official attitude mixing anguish and evasion. At least Jimmy Swaggart had the good
grace to bawl on television and beat his breast and otherwise oblige the audience with
the theatrics o f repentance.”418
Law did none of these things. The previous year, he had insisted in a
communication to other Catholic priests that he had made no “effort” to “shift a

4,7 “Most Catholics in poll fault Law’s performance,” Boston Globe, Feb. 8, 2002.
418 Lance Morrow, “Let Priests Marry.” In Time, Mon., Mar. 25, 2002.
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problem from one place to the next.”419 He stood by this assertion. After February
he refused to take any questions from the media, and in his occasional remarks to
Catholic gatherings, he repeated the language of his three early apologies: His failure
had been a “flaw” and a “mistake in judgment” that nevertheless had followed
“inadequate” Church policies then in place.
As multiple cases of abuse, most notably involving serial molesters Joseph
Birmingham and Paul Shanley, hit the headlines one at a time, Law appointed an
articulate and telegenic aide to be his public face. When he was embarrassed by the
release o f church documents that showed Shanley had been kept in active ministry
even though Law had acknowledged Shanley’s record as an abuser, Law met with
bishops to discuss the possibility of his resignation. But on April 12 he delivered a
two-page statement to Boston priests, informing them that he intended to stay on.
Photocopies o f the letter soon reached the press, and were published by the Globe on
April 13. In this fourth letter, Law did not apologize again, but his confession of
“mistakes” took on a new dimension: “The case of Father Paul Shanley is
particularly troubling for us,” he wrote. “For me personally, it has brought home
with painful clarity how inadequate our record keeping has been. A continual
institutional memory concerning allegations and cases of abuse of children was lacking.
Trying to learn from the handling of this and other cases, I am committed to ensure
that our records are kept in a way that those who deal with clergy personnel in the
future will have the benefit of a full, accurate, and easily accessible institutional

419 “Church allowed abuse by priest for years”
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memory.

•*4on

The shift o f blame for Shanley’s abuse onto clerical error struck most
Catholics as a retreat even from Law’s earlier inadequate confessions. “This is like a
criminal telling me, ‘Listen, I am the best person to prevent break-ins because I’ve
done them in the past,” one of Birmingham’s victims told the Globe.42'
Law made one more public apology before his resignation. On Pentecost he
sent an open letter to the priests of the Boston Archdiocese and asked that it be read
from every pulpit. This letter was even less frank than his previous explanations.
Backpedalling from any personal responsibility, Law apologized for decisions made
by some obscure agency: “I am profoundly sorry that the inadequacy of past policies
and flaws in past decisions have contributed to this situation,” he wrote. “I wish I
could undo the hurt and harm.”422
This Pentecost letter contained the most obvious blame-shifting yet, even
attempting to implicate Law’s predecessor. To the Catholics of Boston, Law
insisted:
...[T]he case of Father Paul Shanley has been particularly disturbing....
When I arrived in Boston in 1984,1 assumed that priests in place had
been appropriately appointed. It did not enter into my mind to
second-guess my predecessors.... I was not aware until these recent
months of the allegations against [Paul Shanley] from as early as
420 Bernard Law, “Open letter to priests of the Boston Archdiocese,” April 12,2002. The complete text
of this letter can be found in Appendix VI.iv.
421 “Abuse victims decry cardinal’s letter as insult,” Boston Globe, April 13, 2002.
422 Bernard Law, “Open letter to the Archdiocese of Boston,” Pentecost, May 19,2002. The complete
text of this letter can be found in Appendix VI. v.
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1966....It is only possible to act based on what is known.... Mistakes
have...been made when facts which should have been before me were
not. I often have made decisions based on the best information
available to me at the time, only to find that new details later became
available which some may argue I should have had previously.
Obviously, I wish that I had been aware of all pertinent facts before
making any past decisions.
This statement went against allegations made by Shanley’s victims, who had
produced Church documents acknowledging Shanley’s history of sexual abuse.
Law continued to refuse direct contact with the media. In June of 2002, he
reportedly apologized to American bishops in Dallas at the United States Conference
o f Catholic Bishops; the session was closed to the public and detailed reports of his
words were not published. Globe reporters were barred from the Conference
entirely, as punishment for an earlier editorial decision to publish a copy of the
bishop’s draft policy on sexual abuse before it had been formally announced by
Church authorities.423
Law did not address the issue again until October, when he met with victims
of Joseph Birmingham in yet another private session; reporters were again barred
from the meeting, but one Globe writer managed to get in. She did not make a
transcript of Law’s words; the Globe story, published the next day, offered only
indirect testimony. “This is the first time I ever heard him say publicly he was at

423 “Globe is denied access as punishment for story,” Boston Globe, June 14, 2002.
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fault, and ask forgiveness," one of the attendees was quoted as saying.424
Four days later, Law began Mass at the Cathedral of the Holy Cross with a
confession and apology--the first in six months. This statement, which was broadcast
on BCTV (the official Archdiocese of Boston network channel)425 included some of
the same passive language as Law’s earlier apologies (“ Our relationships have been
damaged. Trust has been broken”).426 However, Law seemed to be inching toward a
fuller admission o f blame--while still insisting that his intentions had been good.
Once again I want to acknowledge publicly my responsibility for
decisions which I now see were clearly wrong. While I would hope
that it would be understood that I never intended to place a priest in a
position where I felt he would be a risk to children, the fact of the
matter remains that I did assign priests who had committed sexual
abuse. Our policy does not allow this now, and I am convinced that
this is the only correct policy. Yet in the past, however well
intentioned, I made assignments which I now recognize were wrong.
With all my heart I apologize for this, once again....I would also ask
forgiveness. I address myself to all the faithful. Particularly do I ask
forgiveness o f those who have been abused, and of their parents and
other family members. I acknowledge my own responsibility for
decisions which led to intense suffering. While that suffering was never
424 “In meeting with victims, Law begs forgiveness: Private talk marked by tears and anger,” Boston
Globe, Oct. 30, 2002.
425 France, Our Fathers, p. 534.
426 Bernard Law, “Remarks at Mass, Cathedral of the Holy Cross,” Nov. 3, 2002. The complete text of
the statement can be found in Appendix Vl.vi.
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intended, it could have been avoided had I acted differently. I see this
now with a clarity that has been heightened through the experience of
these past 10 months. I ask forgiveness in my name and in the name of
those who served before me....The forgiving love of God gives me the
courage to beg forgiveness of those who have suffered because of what
I did.
Had this been the first of Law’s apologies, it might have been received differently.
But it was his sixth public apology. Against the backdrop of the previous five, it rang
false.
Any public inclination to accept Law’s confession as genuine was squelched
on December 4, when the Globe published findings that other “rogue priests,”
including one who had beaten his housekeeper and another with a cocaine addiction,
had been treated with “gentleness and sensitivity” by Law, who “quietly” transferred
them elsewhere. The Globe quoted from a number of “sympathetic, reassuring notes”
sent by Law to priests who had been accused of violence and sexual abuse; one of
these notes, sent to a priest who had admitted abuse and was facing defrocking, said
that Law might restore the priest’s ministry because of "the wisdom which emerges
from difficult experience.”427
Law made no public apology this time. Instead he flew to Rome to meet with
Vatican officials. On December 13, 2002, he resigned as Archbishop of Boston and
left Rome for “an unknown destination.”
*

427 “More clergy abuse, secrecy cases: Records detail quiet shifting of rogue priests,” Boston Globe,
Dec. 4, 2002.
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Bernard Law’s multiple apologies for his part in the 2002 scandal took place
in an American Catholic Church which had been in upheaval for a quarter century. In
the years since Vatican II, the church hierarchy had continued to maintain the church’s
resistance to changes advocated by many American Catholics: not only artificial birth
control but also “political activity by clergy, the ordination of women, a married
clergy, and the marriage annulment procedures recently utilized in the United
States.”428
Both within and without the American Catholic Church complained that the
Vatican’s continuing top-down control of Catholic practice was not reflective of the
actual Catholic community in the United States. Priest Andrew Greeley, one of the
most vocal of the critics, described a kind of American Catholicism that he called
“communal Catholicism” and defined as “informal networks of Catholics going their
own way and worshipping together without reference to assigned parishes or other
authority structures.”429 This was a more democratic kind of Catholicism: a self
constituted, Americanized Catholic community with greater and greater lay
participation, and a less rigid and hierarchical authority structure. Jaroslav Pelikan
called this the “Protestantization of Catholicism”; it was a shift not only in practice
but also in theology, as individuals claimed the privilege of following conscience and
praying directly to God.430
In fact, within American Catholicism, appearance was battling with reality.
428 Seidler, “Contested Accomodation,” p. 851.
429 Andrew M. Greeley, “The Faitlures of Vatican II After Twenty Years,” pp. 87-88 (America 146,
February 1981), pp. 86-89)
430 Jaroslav Pelikan, “The Enduring Relevance o f Martin Luther 500 Years After His Birth,” in The
New York Times Magazine, pp. 43-45, 99-104.
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The existence o f “communal Catholics” and the post-Vatican II increase in lay
participation gave the impression of a more democratic authority structure, with the
Catholic leadership responsible to Catholic worshippers in the manner of elected
officials (or Protestant ministers) who had the duty of satisfying their constituency.
By its very existence, Vatican II had demonstrated that the Church’s members and
priests had the right to criticize it. In the words of Ruth A. Wallace, the “changes
initiated by Vatican II de-reified Catholic church norms, for these changes revealed
that they were the product o f human decisions, rather than immutable and Godgiven.”431
In the American Catholic church, the “empowerment” of lay Catholics after
Vatican II was reflected by a number of changes: growing use of a vernacular Mass, a
shift in the priest’s orientation so that he faced his congregation, increased
involvement of the laity in singing, responding, and otherwise taking part in the
services of Catholic churches. The Vatican Council had underlined that the Church’s
task in worship was a team effort: “the joint worship of priest and people.”432
Between 1966 and the late 1970s, lay people and priests also met together for prayer
and discussion o f church practices, in a series of “living room dialogues.433This gave
laypeople an ongoing model for making their own decisions about what was and was
not moral.
But studies o f the Catholic church such as Jean-Guy Vaillancourt’s P a p a l

Power (University o f California Press, 1980) and Peter Nichols’s The P ope’s
431 Wallace, “Catholic Women,” p. 31.
432 John Seidler, “Contested Accommodation: The Catholic Church as a Special Case of Social
Change,” p. 852.
433 Patrick Carey, C atholics, p. 116, 119.
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Divisions (Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1981) concluded that, despite the American
church’s adoption of some democratic forms and the “apparent collegiality and
participative format of the post-Vatican II congresses,” the “traditional Church
bureaucrats” were “still in charge”434 of both doctrine and practice—even in areas where
the majority o f American Catholics disagreed with Church strictures. The church’s
approach to the issue of artificial birth control was the most obvious site of this clash,
and serves as an emblem for the larger ongoing tension between lay conscience and
church authority.
In 1962 John XXIII had appointed a papal commission to re-examine the
church’s stance on artificial birth control. The commission, which pursued its task
into the papacy o f Paul VI, reported in 1966 that the majority of its members,
including nineteen theologians, believed that the church should rethink its teaching;
although marriage should still be “oriented toward the procreation and education of
children,” artificial birth control was not intrinsically evil and should be permitted
under certain conditions. Furthermore, married couples should be properly educated
in church doctrine and then allowed “to make their own judgment about what is best
in their particular situation.” Four theologians dissented.435
In 1968, Paul VI issued Humanae Vitae, which (against all expectations)
disregarded this majority opinion and forbade Catholics to use artificial family
planning methods. “Could it not be admitted,” the encyclical begins, “that procreative
finality applies to the totality of married life rather than to each single act?” The
conclusion was that it could not, and that artificial contraception was intrinsically
434 Seidler, “Contested Accomodation,” p. 857.
435 Gallagher, “Marriage and Sexuality,” p. 239-240.
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immoral. Priests were specifically reminded that they were “bound to...obey the
magisterium of the Church” on this matter, and were not permitted to dissent.436
Priests and laypeople in the United States at once protested. Eighty-seven
prominent Catholic theologians signed a statement criticizing the pope’s decision. In
Washington, D.C. alone, forty priests were suspended for protesting Humanae
Vitae.437Paul V i’s rejection was not just about the intrinsic moral nature of birth
control; it rejected the commission’s recommendation that Catholic couples be
allowed to come to their own decision about what was moral. In fact Humanae Vitae
specifically denied that the layperson had any right to make such a decision: “[Has]
the time...come when the transmission of life should be regulated by their intelligence
and will”? the encyclical asks, and answers with an unambiguous no: “[Catholic
couples] are not free to act...as if it were wholly up to them to decide what is the right
course to follow.”
At the same time that American Catholics were struggling with a top-down
enforcement of practice that stood in tension to the convictions of many, the practice
of confession saw a revival. However, it was a practice that in many ways was more
therapeutic than ever before.
In 2001, the year before Law’s struggle with public confession, Father Francis
Randolph published a confessional guide for the new decade, titled Pardon and Peace
(ju st lik e W ils o n ’s ea rlier v o lu m e ). In it, h e d e sc r ib e s c o n fe s s io n a s “reg ret fo r the

stupid mistakes we made before,” penance (“a resolution that we will take steps to
ensure they do not happen again”) and the “the positive acceptance o f the love of
436 “Humanae vitae: Encyclical o f Pope Paul VI on the Regulation of Birth.” July 25, 1968.
437 Patrick Carey, Catholics, p. 132.
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God.” Together, these three make up an adequate confession. Randolph is here
arguing that confessions progressively move the sinner closer and closer to salvationjust as sessions with a therapist move a patient close and closer to mental health.
“[Njearly all our confessions,” writes Randolph, “are a continuation of a smooth
progress toward the love of God and neighbor, rather than a series of radically new
beginnings.”438
However, the traditional emphasis on secrecy remained. Confession,
Randolph says, is “a private affair between you, the priest, and God. Everyone now
has the right to choose his own confessor,” Randolph writes, and adds that many
parishioners feel more comfortable going to another parish so that their confessions
will be completely anonymous. He then repeats the injunction to privacy. “In no
way is it intended that people should confess their sins publicly,” he writes. “....We
admit publicly that we are sinners, we admit that we have failed to live up to our
expectations, but we certainly do not go into details!”439
There is one exception: “when whatever we have done is public knowledge...it
can be necessary to make a public apology” In fact, this is not really an exception.
The apology may be public, but the admission of fault and the open confession of sin
remains private. Law’s public statements reflect this division. Offering apologies, he
offered no real confession; the apology was public, the confession (if any) remained
private.
Randolph also offers an insight into the difference between grave and trivial
sin, which he calls “formal” and “material” sin. “A material sin is any action, word,
438 Francis Randolph, Pardon and Peace: A Sinner’s Guide to Confession, pp. 9-10.
439 Ibid., pp. 13-14, 19
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or thought that in itself causes unhappiness, whether we are aware of it or not,” he
writes. “A formal sin is committed when we are aware of it and intend it.” He then
gave an example that eerily prefigures Law’s own defense, a year later: Slaveholders
were committing material sin because “it was normal in their society, and it never
occurred to them that there could be anything wrong with it.”440 The following year,
Law would tell his listeners:
Given the horrible details that have been reported concerning it, the
case of Father Paul Shanley has been particularly disturbing. I, too, am
profoundly disturbed by these details, and wish to share some facts
concerning this case. When I arrived in Boston in 1984,1 assumed that
priests in place had been appropriately appointed. It did not enter into
my mind to second-guess my predecessors, and it simply was not in
the culture of the day to function otherwise.441
Law’s apologies were all for material sins: “In retrospect, I acknowledge that, albeit
unintentionally I have failed in that responsibility,” he told Boston Catholics in 2002.
“The judgments which I made, while made in good faith, were tragically wrong.”442
This, while an admission, was not truly a confession; Randolph points out that it
isn’t even necessary to confess material sins.
Like Kennedy, Law did not appear to think that a public confession of sin was
needed—despite the public demand for just such a speech. Like Kennedy decades

before, Law seemed to be holding in his mind the difference between material and
440 Randolph, Pardon and Peace, pp. 32-33
441 Law, “Open letter,” May 19, 2002.
442 Law, “Open letter,” Jan. 26, 2002.
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formal sin; if he confessed to the latter, it was in private.
This tension between an appropriate Catholic response and an appropriate
public response was visible in another area of Law’s confessions as well. While he
continued to insist that the Church was taking the advice of doctors and psychologists
in dealing with abusive priests, he had apparently been responding to the confessions
o f abuse by priests in a theological, not psychological, fashion.
Law’s apologies again and again recognized the importance of psychiatric
diagnosis and treatment for the priests accused of abuse. “John Geoghan was never
assigned by me to a parish without psychiatric or medical assessments indicating that
such assignments were appropriate.,” he insisted, in his first public explanation.443
His April 12 letter took his endorsement of psychiatric treatment even further:
There was a time many years ago when instances of sexual abuse of
children were viewed almost exclusively as moral failures. A spiritual
and ascetical remedy, therefore, was deemed sufficient....In more recent
years, which would certainly include my tenure as Archbishop, there
has been a general recognition that such cases reflect a psychological
and emotional pathology. It has been this recognition which has
inspired our reliance on medical professionals....The medical profession
itself has evolved in the understandings and treatment of this
pathology, or perhaps, more accurately, "pathologies," and we are able

gratefully to benefit from that increased knowledge.444
But in fact Law’s tenure as Archbishop included a number of instances in which
443 Law, “Press Conference,” Jan. 9, 2002
444 Law, “Open letter,” Apr. 12, 2002
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priests were given spiritual counseling and then sent back to work. This was not
necessarily a wrong decision from a theological point of view: the sinners had
confessed their sins and had been forgiven, which wiped the slate clean. From a
psychological (and pastoral) point of view, thought, the treatment of child abuse
exclusively as sin, rather than as an act that demonstrated a psychiatric condition, was
completely inadequate. Sin could be absolved, and its memory wiped away. A
condition which required a cure was a different matter.
James Porter, the priest accused in 1992, had been undergoing treatment at a
“church counselling center,” which the plaintiffs lawyers—speaking from the point of
view o f law, not psychology—rejected as inadequate. “Pedophilia is not a curable
condition,” he said. The lawsuit filed by Porter’s victims claimed that “the Catholic
hierarchy knew o f accusations that Mr. Porter molested children but ‘systematically
and clandestinely’ transferred him from parish to parish without reporting any
misdeeds to police or to parishioners.”445
Certainly in the 1960s, when James Porter was being moved from place to
place, his compulsion was treated more as “a moral failing” than “a psychological
addiction,” as the U.S. Catholic Conference put it.446 He was sent to a counseling
center, but it was a church center focussed on spiritual rather than psychological
treatment.
Church officials besides Law insisted that this would never happen in the

present day, promising that the Church would now rely on psychiatric advice rather

445 “More Suits Filed Against Ex-Priest”
446 “Nine Allege Priest Abused Them”
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than offering a purely theological response.447 Yet at least once, in his January 24
press conference, Law blamed psychology for the scandal; after saying that he had
made “mistakes in the assignment of priests,” he added, “The fundamental flaw was
the assumption that a psychological evaluation after treatment could be relied upon to
reassign a priest.”
Law’s reaction to the 1992 scandal had already shown him as unwilling to
admit blame, either on his own behalf or on behalf of the Church. The 2002 scandal
revealed that he still had no concept of the value of an open and willing confession as
a way to appease followers who feared that they were being taken advantage of.
This demand for confession ran counter to Catholic practice—but more than
that, ran counter to the Catholic hierarchy’s view of itself. It was a democratic
demand, ordering the Church to render itself accountable. The media and the
American public wanted a confession; the victims and their families wanted not just a
confession, but also an assurance that the church would no longer continue to operate
as it had. They demanded that the church alter itself, in response to the needs of its
members.
Law’s response was to protect both his authority and the Church’s power.
His reversion back to theological decision-making (forgiveness and restoration) in the
case of the abusive priests reveals a system that was uneasily balancing itself between
accepting secular standards and holding to its own separate methods of governance.

Accepting the validity of psychiatric diagnoses had been a kind of accommodation,
allowing decisions to be made on the basis of something other than traditional
447 Ibid.
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authority.448 To publicly reject the erring priests would also demonstrate that the
Church was accepting psychiatry’s final diagnosis-that pedophilia could never be
“cured,” but only “managed.” To keep them in service was to demonstrate faith in
the ultimate redemptive power of confession, penance, and reconciliation.
The secrecy that surrounded this decision shows a Church deeply worried
about its basis of power. Admitting publicly that a non-Catholic field of study
should dictate Church practice would have removed authority from its residence in the
Catholic hierarchy; ultimately, it would have opened the Church up to more
challenges from lay people, who had already been agitating for more say in Church
affairs.
In fact, the strategy apparently followed by the Massachusetts hierarchymoving priest from parish to parish—can be accomplished only by a strongly topdown organization that has the power to do as it pleases without reference to the
masses of people without power or voice. When the 1992 allegations surfaced,
attorney Jeffrey Anderson pointed out that “Protestant denominations, while not
perfectly forthcoming, haven’t dealt with [sexual abuse by clergy] in that fashion, in
part because they didn’t have the same power as a Catholic bishop does.”449 Law
continued to insist that he had acted according to the policy of the church; while he
saw this as a protection and a justification, lay Catholics saw it as an intolerable
assertion of autocratic moral authority, in complete disregard of lay demands for
accountability to the people o f the parishes. In protecting church policy, Law—
himself not a predator—was placing himself (like Carter) in alliance with sexual
448 Seidler, “Contested Accomodation,” p. 859
449 “Some Fault Church on Sex Abuse By Priests”
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predators. He was giving priority to the absolution of priests, rather than to the
protection o f helpless children.
The tension between laity and hierarchy underlies much of the conversation
about the 2002 revelations. After Law’s second press conference, commentator Brian
McGrory complained in the Boston Globe, “Catholic doctrine says we need to forgive
Geoghan, which is fine, especially after he's hauled off to jail. But Law? It's now
stunningly clear that his allegiance wasn't to his flock, but to himself and the
hierarchy. He was afraid o f controversy and publicity, and that fear drove him to
reassign Geoghan rather than defrock him. These weren't mistakes, or bad decisions,
or flawed policies, as Law calls them. No, they represent a fundamental disregard for
the people —the rank and file parishioners -- who put their trust in the Catholic
Church and sought its help.”450 And after Law’s open letter was read in the Cathedral
of the Holy Cross, another Globe editorial remarked, “Law will no doubt try to ride
out the tide o f people turning against him. He never paid much attention to the people
in the first place.”451
Public outrage over Law’s concealments were mingled with calls for the
Church to change its positions on clerical marriage, the ordination o f women, and
other longstanding positions enforced from the top. Boston College theologians
suggested that the Church revisit its positions on sexuality. Massachusetts WomenChurch, an organization supporting women’s ordination, put out an open letter of its
own. “When Catholic women are ordained to the diaconate and the priesthood—and

450 ‘T he apologies aren’t enoujgh,” Boston Globe, Jan. 25, 2002.
451 “Archbishop in name only,” Boston Globe, Jan. 29, 2002.
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they will be—travesties such as these will never be hidden,” the letter said.452 Lance
Morrow o f Time, suggesting that the time had come to change these and other Church
teachings, concluded, “The church ought to have learned, after all these years, not to
push Catholics toward the place where, in their disillusioned hearts, they will...listen
for the unmediated voice o f God and decide that the church, with too many squalors
and secrets, is untrustworthy and perhaps an irrelevance.”453
In early March, nearly three thousand lay Catholic leaders met with Law and
demanded reform. Parish council member Patricia Casey told the Globe, “"In a
strange way, this whole situation has really empowered Catholic people and priests at
the parish level. I think we've kind of crossed a line, and I don't think we're going to go
back.” Religious education teacher Bonnie Ciambotti Newton said, “"We need to
change the whole power structure of the church. We need more women. The power,
and the male dominance, and the secrecy are how this whole thing started."454
Law seemed unaware of the laity’s need for participation in Church life and in
Church decisions. In his Pentecost letter, he wrote, “We are the Church. That "We"
must never be understood in an exclusive sense, however. It is not just "We the
Laity," or "We the Hierarchy," or "We the Clergy," or "We the Religious," or "We the
Prophetic Voice." It is all of us together.” But at the height of the scandal, Law told
Boston parish priests that family members should no longer deliver eulogies at
funerals and that only liturgical music could be used: the focus in a funeral should be

452 “Stung by sex-abuse cases, Catholics call for reform,” Boston Globe, Feb. 4, 2002.
453 Morrow, “Let Priests Marry”
454 “Catholic lay leaders urge broad reforms: Ask for rethinking o f ministry, secrecy,” Boston Globe,
March 10, 2002.
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the glory o f God, not the life of the deceased.455
Even had he made a full, Protestant-style confession, this insistence on lay
submission might have torpedoed Law’s attempts to stay in power. Law seemed
unable to take any position other than that of unquestioned leader. Yet he was
offering his apologies to an American Catholic population that had, to some degree,
become “Protestantized”—particularly in its view of the relationship between laity
and clergy. Protestant congregations not only offered a voice in their own governance
but were able to hold their ministers accountable to certain standards of behavior.
Public confession of wrongdoing by a Protestant minister allowed a congregation to
decide whether or not the minister’s authority—which ultimately derives from the
consent of the congregation—should continue to hold good. A similar dynamic exists
with political leaders, who also receive their authority from their constituencies. In
both cases, the confession recognizes the existence of a complex power relationship:
the leader has authority over the group, but only because the group is willing to grant
that authority. As Archbishop, Bernard Law did not serve at the pleasure of
Boston’s Catholics. But Boston’s Catholics reacted to his wrongdoing as though he
did: they reacted in the same way that Swaggart’s congregation and Clinton’s
constituency reacted to the missteps of their leaders.
In addition, Boston’s Catholics were demanding for themselves a Protestanttype role not only in church governance but in the admission and evaluation of sin.
Like Protestant congregations, they wanted to be asked for forgiveness. In Law’s
framework, there was no role for the Catholics of Boston, no need for them to
455 “Church loses the last word,” Boston Globe, April 14, 2002.
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respond—and so no need for him to confess.
In the end, Law offered his non-confessions to an American Catholic
population that had slowly accepted other models—a psychological approach to
pathological sin, a tendency to see open public confession o f sins as normative, and
the conviction that ordained leaders should answer to the congregation. His apologies
were consonant with Catholic practice—but failed to satisfy America’s
“Protestantized” Catholics.
Clinton’s successful management of his own scandal was made possible by his
willingness to respond to the demands of his public. He asked them for forgiveness,
an act of humility that demonstrated that he understood his relationship to them: he
had no authority that was not given to him by the people of the United States. He
not only confessed and gave the voters their demanded role in forgiving him, but he
managed to do so in the most effective manner: he symbolically allied himself with the
interests of the powerless, and he placed himself on the right side of a struggle against
good and evil.
But Law, insisting on his privacy, appeared to be an autocratic shepherd who
refused to acknowledge his essential sameness to his flock. He positioned himself as
divinely ordained to dictate law to them; he refused to give them the chance to forgive;
he symbolically allied himself with the interests of the powerful; and he placed
him self in alliance with sexual predators and evildoers. Ultimately, Law’s assertion o f

his authority led to an unexpected place: his resignation.
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Conclusion

At the end of 2006, an AP reporter mused on CNN, “Why have public
apologies become such a mainstay of our culture?” He was looking back on a year
filled with public confessions of wrongdoing: comic Michael Richards’ admission that
he had gone on a racist rant in a nightclub, actor Mel Gibson’s confession that he had
spewed anti-Semitic rage at the officer who arrested him for drunken driving,
congressman’s Mark Foley’s apology for sending sexually explicit emails to underage
boys, pastor Ted Haggard’s revelation that he had both taken drugs and hired a
prostitute. “It seems that the minute a transgression occurs, be it small or large, we
wait for penitence,” the reporter concluded. “It's the other shoe that needs to drop
before we can move on.”
The AP article (which ran on CNN.com on December 1,2006) was short on
analysis, but the reporter had identified a real phenomenon. As 2007 began, the
American public as a whole—not just those who identified themselves as Protestant
evangelicals—had come to expect an evangelical-style ritual of public confession and
group forgiveness.
For centuries, confession of sin to others had taken place within a particular
sanctified space: first the confessional, later, the gathered congregation of believers.
But now the congregation of believers was no longer the sole audience for these
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confessions. The walls o f the Protestant sanctuary, the proper space for confession
of sin, had expanded outwards; a wider and wider segment o f the American public
now expected that sin would be followed by public contrition.
Confession of sin had moved out of a purely sacred context and into a wider
landscape. This reality had been recognized most clearly by Bill Clinton, who
managed to make an admission of sin which, while avoiding any actual admission of
legal guilt (or financial misdoing), was intensely reassuring to many of his followers.
It showed that, as a leader, he had no intrinsic, inborn superiority, but was simply a
sinner among sinners, a man struggling (and sometimes failing) to fight against evil. It
placed him on the right side of a holy war against evil. It granted power to the
listeners, by admitting their right to judge and allowing them the chance to take part in
the cleansing ritual of forgiveness. Its success in keeping Clinton in the public eye
shows the extent to which neoevangelicalism had provided us with a national language
of public confession.
In contrast, Bernard Law’s dominant Catholic tradition saw private
confession as the norm. During the twentieth century, the Catholic relinquishment of
the airwaves and the reforms of Vatican II acted to privatize confession even more.
But when Catholic leaders refused to confess publicly, many American Catholics saw
this both as a minimization o f the presence of evil—a refusal to recognize the existence
of the battlefield between good and evil—and as an intolerable assertion of authority.
Furthermore, Law’s actions were widely seen as subverting the American legal system
in order to victimize the helpless. And Law’s resistance to public confession, while
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entirely in line with Catholic practice, denied an increasingly vocal and active Catholic
population any part in the administration of their own parishes.
Together, these two confessions lead us to conclude that we now live in a
culture saturated by neoevangelical expectations; both secular and non-Protestant
religious Americas find themselves sitting in a public “congregation” which demands
its role in the forgiveness of sin.
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POSTSCRIPT

Will Ted Haggard Rise Again?

If the chapters leading up to this one are at all accurate in their analysis, a
leader accused of moral failings at the beginning of the twenty-first century—
especially if that failing is supported by any evidence whatsoever—should not only
confess his wrongdoing as openly and fully as possible, but should do so in a way
that shows his likeness with his congregation, relieves any fears that he might use
power for personal gain, and places him on the right side of a struggle between good
and evil. Only then will he have a chance to return to public life.
On this scale, Ted Haggard made a perfect score. Consider the confession
below, offered after this pastor—president of the National Association of Evangelicals,
pastor of one of the largest neoevangelical churches in America—was outed by the
male prostitute who allegedly provided him with both sex and crystal meth.

Ted Haggard’s Confession

November 05, 2006

Ted Haggard’s letter to New Life Church
The following letter from Ted Haggard, former senior pastor of New Life Church, was
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read to the congregation this morning at the 9 a.m. and 11 a.m. services.
[The Swaggart strategy: Haggard gave the letter to another church official to
read, showing that he had the support o f other Christians, and thus beginning the
effort to keep himself on the right side o f the American holy war]

To my New Life Church family:
I am so sorry. I am sorry for the disappointment, the betrayal, and the hurt. I
am sorry for the horrible example I have set for you.
I have an overwhelming, all-consuming sadness in my heart for the pain that
you and I and my family have experienced over the past few days. I am so sorry for
the circumstances that have caused shame and embarrassment to all of you.
[Not yet confession, but notice the repetition o f “sorry”]
I asked that this note be read to you this morning so I could clarify my heart's
condition to you. The last four days have been so difficult for me, my family and all
of you, and I have further confused the situation with some of the things I've said
during interviews with reporters who would catch me coming or going from my home.
But I alone am responsible for the confusion caused by my inconsistent statements.
The fact is, I am guilty o f sexual immorality, and I take responsibility for the entire
problem. [Open confession, yet without details which would tend to make the listeners
recoil]
I am a deceiver and a liar. There is a part of my life that is so repulsive and
dark that I've been warring against it all of my adult life. [More confession, this time
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using Augustinian terms to firmly entrench himself on the righteous side o f the holy
war against evil: in his essence, he wars against evil, while the sin was committed by a
part o f him]
For extended periods of time, I would enjoy victory and rejoice in freedom.
Then, from time to time, the dirt that I thought was gone would resurface, and I would
find myself thinking thoughts and experiencing desires that were contrary to
everything I believe and teach.
Through the years, I've sought assistance in a variety of ways, with none of
them proving to be effective in me. Then, because of pride, I began deceiving those I
love the most because I didn't want to hurt or disappoint them. [Translation: I am
not a predator. I was hurting myself, but no one else]
The public person I was wasn't a lie; it was just incomplete. [A reinforcing o f
Augustinian terms used earlier] When I stopped communicating about my problems,
the darkness increased and finally dominated me. As a result, I did things that were
contrary to everything I believe.
The accusations that have been leveled against me are not all true, but enough
of them are true that I have been appropriately and lovingly removed from ministry.
Our church's overseers have required me to submit to the oversight of Dr. James
Dobson, Pastor Jack Hay ford, and Pastor Tommy Barnett. Those men will perform a
thorough analysis o f my mental, spiritual, emotional, and physical life. They will

guide me through a program with the goal of healing and restoration for my life, my
marriage, and my family. [A Clinton-style accountability group, which demonstrates
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that these three neoevangelical superstars are ready to accept and forgive]
I created this entire situation. The things that I did opened the door for
additional allegations . But I am responsible; I alone need to be disciplined and
corrected. An example must be set.
It is important that you know how much I love and appreciate my wife,

Gayle. What I did should never reflect in a negative way on her relationship with me.
She has been and continues to be incredible. The problem is not with her, my children
or any o f you. It was created 100 percent by me. [No blame shifting here]
I have been permanently removed from the office of Senior Pastor of New Life
Church. [Reassures the congregation that he will not grasp power, or use his personal
charisma to make an inappropriate return to leadership] Until a new senior pastor is
chosen, our Associate Senior Pastor Ross Parsley will assume all of the the
responsibilities of the office. On the day he accepted this new role, he and his wife,
Aimee, had a new baby boy. A new life in the midst of this circumstance - 1 consider
the confluence of events to be prophetic. Please commit to join with Pastor Ross and
the others in church leadership to make their service to you easy and without burden.
They are fine leaders. You are blessed.
I appreciate your loving and forgiving nature, and I humbly ask you to do a
few things.
1.) Please stay faithful to God through service and giving.

2.) Please forgive me. I am so embarrassed and ashamed. I caused this and I
have no excuse. I am a sinner. I have fallen. I desperately need to be forgiven and
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healed. [An appeal to them to fulfill the traditional role o f the Protestant congregation;
the appeal is continued in the next paragraph]
3.) Please forgive my accuser. He is revealing the deception and sensuality that
was in my life. Those sins, and others, need to be dealt with harshly. So, forgive him
and, actually, thank God for him. I am trusting that his action will make me, my wife
and family, and ultimately all of you, stronger. He didn't violate you; I did.
4.) Please stay faithful to each other. Perform your functions well. Encourage
each other and rejoice in God's faithfulness. Our church body is a beautiful body, and
like every family, our strength is tested and proven in the midst of adversity. Because
of the negative publicity I've created with my foolishness, we can now demonstrate to
the world how our sick and wounded can be healed, and how even disappointed and
betrayed church bodies can prosper and rejoice.
Gayle and I need to be gone for a while. We will never return to a leadership
role at New Life Church. In our hearts, we will always be members of this body. We
love you as our family. I know this situation will put you to the test. I'm sorry I've
created the test, but please rise to this challenge and demonstrate the incredible grace
that is available to all of us.

Ted Haggard
*

While making full and open confession of his moral fault, asking the
congregation to join in forgiving him, portraying himself as a warrior for righteousness
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(despite his failings), and assuring the members of his church that he will not take
advantage of their loyalty, Haggard avoided making direct mention of his homosexual
acts, which neoevangelicals might have particular difficulty in squaring with his
insistence that he is still on the side of the righteous. He also avoided confession of
anything which might get him into legal trouble. As Christianity Today reported,
Haggard, “admitted that allegations against him are true,” but “not all true.... Haggard
did not specify what allegations he denies, and did not mention drug use in his letter.”
456

Already his colleagues are supporting his insistence that he is a righteous
warrior, temporarily overcome by evil forces, whose restoration can play in an
important part in the spiritual renewal of America. His assistant pastor has already
been quoted as saying, “God is not angry at Ted. He loves him. He's wrapping his
arms around him,” while another church official insists, “God chose to reveal Pastor
Ted's sin....Now we can be mad at God. We can say that's not fair. The timing is
terrible. Or we can say Blessed be the name of the Lord

God is a holy God and he

chose this incredibly important timing for this sin to be revealed, and I actually think
it's a good thing. I believe America needs a shaking, spiritually."457
If Haggard can manage to refrain from excusing himself or prematurely seizing
his job back without support of his colleagues, he will, inevitably, return to public
life.

456 'I Am Guilty o f Sexual Immorality ... a Deceiver and a Liar,' Haggard Confesses.” In CT Online,
posted
11/05/2006.
457 Ibid.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

290

WORKS CITED

Alexander, Bobby C. Televangelism Reconsidered: Ritual in the Search fo r Human
Community. Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994.

Althaus, Paul. The Theology o f Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz. Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1966.

Armstrong, Ben. The Electric Church. Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1979.

Augustine. Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1998.

Austin, John. The Province o f Jurisprudence Determined. New York: Noonday Press,
1954.

Bachman. John W. The Church in the World o f Radio-Television. New York:
Associated Press, 1960.

Bader, Jesse M., ed. The Message and Method o f the New Evangelism: A Joint
Statement o f the Evangelistic Mission o f the Christian Church. New York: Round
Table Press, 1937.

Bakker, Jim, with Ken Abraham. I Was Wrong. Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers,
1996.

B endroth, Margaret. Fundamentalistm and Gender, 1875 to the Present. New Haven:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

291

Yale University Press, 1994.

Berg, Thomas C. “’Proclaiming Together’? Convergence and Divergence in Mainline
and Evangelical Evangelism, 1945-1957.” In Religion and American Culture, Vol. 5,
No. 1 (Winter, 1995), pp. 49-76.

Biller, Peter. “Confession in the Middle Ages: Introduction.” In Handling Sin:
Confession in the Middle Ages, ed. Peter Biller and A. J. Minnis, pp. 3-33. York: York
Medieval Press, 1998.

Blumhofer, Edith L. Aimee Semple McPherson: Everybody’s Sister. Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1993.

Blumhofer, Edith L. Restoring the Faith: The Assemblies o f God, Pentecostalism, and
American Culture. Chicago, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1993.

Bossy, John. “Moral Arithmetic: Seven Sins into Ten Commandments.” In
Conscience and Casuistry in Early Modern Europe, ed. Edmund Leites. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988, pp. 214-234.

__________ . Restoring the Faith: The Assemblies o f God, Pentecostalism, and
American Culture. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1993.

Bourne, Peter G. Jimmy Carter: A Comprehensive Biography from Plains to
Postpresidency. New York: Scribner, 1997.

Bratt, James D. “The Reorientation of American Protestantism, 1835-1845.” In
Church History, Vol. 67, No. 1 (Mar., 1998), pp. 52-82.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

292

Brekus, Catherine A. Strangers and Pilgrims: Female Preaching in America, 17401845. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998.

Brereton, Virginia Lieson. Training God’s Army: The American Bible School, 18801940. Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990.

_________ . From Sin to Salvation: Stories o f Women’s Conversions, 1800 to the
Present. Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1991.

Butler, Jon. Awash in a Sea o f Faith: Christianizing the American People. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990.

Caldwell, Patricia. The Puritan Conversion Narrative: The Beginnings o f American
Expression. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983.

Callahan, Daniel. “Contraception and Abortion: American Catholic Responses.” In
Annals o f the American Academy o f Political and Social Science, Vol. 387, The Sixties:
Radical Change in American Religon (Jan., 1970, pp. 109-117.

Calvin, John. The Institutes o f the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge. London:
Arnold Hatfield, 1599.

Caplan, Eric. Mind Games: American Culture and the Birth o f Psychotherapy.
Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1998.

Carey, James W. Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society.
Winchester, Mass.: Unwin Hyman, 1988.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

293

Carey, Patrick W. Catholics in America: A History. Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2004.

Carpenter, Joel. “Fundamentalist Institutions and the Rise of Evangelical Protestantism,
1929-1942.” In Church History, Vol. 49, No. 1 (Mar., 1980), pp. 62-75.

Carpenter, Joel. Revive Us Again: The Reawakening o f American Fundamentalism.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.

Cleveland, Grover. The Writings and Speeches o f Grover Cleveland, ed. George F.
Parker. New York: Cassell Publishing Company, 1892.

Clinton, Bill. My Life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004.

Clymer, Adam. Edward M. Kennedy: A Biography. New York: William Morrow &
Co., 1999.

Coffey, David M. The Sacrament o f Reconciliation. Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical
Press, 2001.

Cohen, Bernard D., Mark F. Ettin, and Jay W. Fidler. Group Psychotherapy and
Political Reality: A Two-Way Mirror. Madison, CT: International Universities Press,

2002.
Creech, Joe. “Visions of Glory: The Place of the Azusa Street Revival in Pentecostal
History.” Church History, Vol. 65, No. 3. (Sep., 1996), pp. 405-424.

Crotty, Kevin. Law's Interior: Legal and Literary Constructions o f the Self. Ithaca:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

294

Cornell University Press, 2001.

Dulles, Avery. The Resilient Church: The Necessity and Limits o f Adaptation. New
York: Doubleday, 1977.

Edwards, Jonathan. The Works o f Jonathan Edwards, Vol. I and Vol. II. Hendrickson
Publishers, 1998.

Epstein, Daniel Mark. Sister Aimee: The Life ofAimee Semple McPherson. New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1993.

Erickson, Hal. Religious Radio and Television in the United Stats, 1921-1991: The
Programs and Personalities. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., Inc., 1992.

Evensen, Bruce J. “’It Is a Marvel to Many People’: Dwight L. Moody, Mass Media,
and the New England Revival of 1877.” In The New England Quarterly, Vol. 72, No.
2 (Jun., 1999), pp. 251-274.

Falwell, Jerry, and Elmer Towns. Capturing a Town for Christ. Fleming H. Revell,
1973.

Ferry, Patrick T. “Confessionalization and Popular Preaching: Sermons against
Synergism in Reformation Saxony.” In Sixteenth Century Journal, Vol. 28, No. 4
(Winter, 1997), pp. 1143-1166.

Foucault, Michel. History o f Sexuality, Vol. 1, trans. Robert Hurley. New York:
Vintage, 1980.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

295

France, David. Our Fathers: The Secret Life o f the Catholic Church in an Age o f
Scandal. New York: Broadway Books, 2004.

Gallagher, John. “Marriage and Sexuality: Magisterial Teaching from 1918 to the
Present.” In Change in Official Catholic Moral Teachings: Readings in Moral
Theology No. 13, ed. Charles E. Curran. New York: Paulist Press, 2003, pp. 227-247.

Gillespie, C. Kevin. Psychology and American Catholicism: From Confession to
Therapy? New York: Crossroad, 2001.

Giuliano, Michael J. Thrice-Born: The Rhetorical Comeback o f Jimmy Swaggart.
Macon: Mercer University Press, 1999.

Gobinet, Charles. The Instruction o f Youth in Christian Piety. Dublin, 1973.

Goff, Philip. “’We Have Heard the Joyful Sound’: Charles E. Fuller’s Radio
Broadcast and the Rise of Modem Evangelicalism.” In Religion and American
Culture, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Winter, 1999), pp. 67-95.

Graff, Henry F. Grover Cleveland. New York: Henry Holt and Co., 2002.

Graham, Billy. Just As I Am: The Autobiography o f Billy Graham. San Franscisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1997.

Greeley, Andrew M. ‘T he Failures of Vatican II After Twenty Years.” In America,
No. 146, (February 1981), pp. 86-89.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

296

Green, Barbara. Spectacular Confessions: Autobiography, Performative Activism, and
the Sites o f Suffrage, 1905-1938. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997.

Griffith, R. Marie. God’s Daughters: Evangelical Women and the Power o f
Submission. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997.

Guelzo, Allen C. “An Heir or a Rebel? Charles Grandison Finney and the New
England Theology.” In Journal o f the Early Republic, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring, 1997),
pp. 61-94.

Hadden, Jeffrey K. “Religious Broadcasting and the Mobilization of the New
Christian Right.” In Secularization and Fundamentalism Reconsidered: Religion and
the Political Order, Vol. Ill, ed. Jeffrey K. Hadden and Anson Shupe. New York:
Paragon House, 1989.

Hadden, Jeffrey K. ‘The Rise and Fall of American Televangelism.” In Annals o f the
American Academy o f Political and Social Science, Vol. 527, Religion in the Nineties
(May, 1993), pp. 113-130.

Hadden, Jeffrey K. and Anson Shupe. Televangelism: Power and Politics on God’s
Frontier. New York: Henry Holt, 1988.

Hall, David D. Worlds o f Wonder, Days o f Judgment: Popular Religious Belief in
Early New England. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989.

Hangen, Tona J. Redeeming the Dial: Radio, Religion, & Popular Culture in America.
Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2002.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

297

Harding, Susan Friend. The Book o f Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist Language and
Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000.

Hatch, Nathan O. The Democratization o f American Christianity. New Haven: Y ale
University Press, 1989.

Heggen, F. J. Confession and the Service o f Penance, trans. Peter Tomlison. Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1968.

Heimert, Alan, and Andrew Delbanco, eds. The Puritans in America: A Narrative
Anthology. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1985.

Hendershot, Heather. Shaking the World for Jesus: Media and Conservative
Evangelical Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004.

Henry, Carl F. H. The Uneasy Conscience o f Modern Fundamentalism. Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1947.

Honan, William H. Ted Kennedy: Profile o f a Survivor. New York: Quadrangle
Books, 1972.

Jeffers, H. Paul. An Honest President: The Life and Presidencies o f Grover Cleveland.
New York: William Morrow, 2000.

Johnson, Charles A. “The Frontier Camp Meeting: Contemporary and Historical
Appraisals, 1805-1840.” In The Mississippi Valley Historical Review, Vol. 37, No. 1
(Jun., 1950), pp. 91-110.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

298

Johnston, Winifred. “Newspaper Balladry.” In American Speech, Vol. 10, No. 2
(Apr., 1935), pp. 119-121.

Kenski, Kate M. “The Framing of Network News Coverage During the First Three
Months of the Clinton-Lewinsky Scandal.” In Images, Scandal, and Communication
Strategies o f the Clinton Presidency, ed. Robert E. Denton, Jr., and Rachel L. Holloway.
Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2003, pp. 247-269.

Kooiman, Helen W. Transformed: Behind the Scenes with Billy Graham. Wheaton:
Tyndale House Publishers, 1970.

Latourette, Kenneth Scott. A History o f Christianity, Volume II: Reformation to the
Present, rev. ed. New York: Harper and Row, 1975.

Lawless, Elaine J. “ ’The Night I Got the Holy Ghost...’”: Holy Ghost Narratives and
the Pentecostal Conversion Process.” In Western Folklore, Vol. 47, No. 1 (Jan., 1988),
pp. 1-19.

Lee, Alfred McClung. ‘T he Press and Public Relations of Religious Bodies.” In
Annals o f the American Academy o f Political and Social Science, Vol. 256 (Mar., 1948),
pp. 120-131.

Lee, Ronald and Matthew H. Barton. “Clinton’s Rhetoric of Contrition.” In Images,
Scandal, and Communication Strategies o f the Clinton Presidency, ed. Robert E.
Denton, Jr., and Rachel L. Holloway. Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2003, pp. 219-246.

Lienesch, Michael. Redeeming America: Piety and Politics in the New Christian Right.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

299

Luther, Martin. Complete Edition o f Luther's Latin Works, trans. Andrew Thornton,
OSB. Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967.

Lynch, Christopher Owen. Selling Catholicism: Bishop Sheen and the Power o f
Television. Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1998.

McAvoy, Thomas T. “The Catholic Church in the United States between Two Wars.”
In The Review o f Politics, Vol. 4, No. 4 (Oct., 1942), pp. 409-431.

Machen, J. Gresham. Christianity and Liberalism. Philadelphia: Sunday School
Times, 1923.

McLoughlin, William G., Jr. Modern Revivalism: Charles Grandison Finney to Billy
Graham. New York: The Ronald Press Co., 1959.

Mansfield, Mary C. The Humiliation o f Sinners: Public Penance in Thirteenth-Century
France. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995.

Marsden, George. Fumdamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping o f
Twentieth-Century American Evangelicalism, 1870-1925. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1980.

Marsden, George. Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New
Evangelicalism. Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1987.

Martin, Ralph G. Seeds o f Destruction: Joe Kennedy and His Sons. New Y ork: G. P.
Putnam’s Sons, 1995.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

300

Martin, William. A Prophet With Honor. The Billy Graham Story. New York:
William Morrow, 1991.

Mavity, Nancy Barr. Sister Aimee. New York: Doubleday, Doran and Co., 1931.

Miller, Robert M. Harry Emerson Fosdick: Preacher, Pastor, Prophet. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1985.

Miller, Spencer, Jr. “Radio and Religion.” In Annals o f the American Academy o f
Political and Social Science, Vol. 177 (Jan., 1935), pp. 135-140.

Morris, Kenneth E. Jimmy Carter: American Moralist. Athens: The University of
Georgia Press, 1966.

Murray, Alexander. “Counselling in Medieval Confession.” In Handling Sin:
Confession in the Middle Ages, ed. Peter Biller and A. J. Minnis, pp. 63-77. York: York
Medieval Press, 1998.

Myers, W. David. “Poor, Sinning Folk”: Confession and Conscience in CounterReformation Germany. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996.

Noll, Mark A. A History o f Christianity in the United States and Canada. Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1992.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

301

Noll, Mark A. Am erica’s God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Noll, Mark A. Where We Are and How We Got Here.” Christianity Today, Oct. 29,
2006.

Noll, Mark A. The Work We Have To Do: A History o f Protestants in America. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

O’Guin, Thomas C., and Russell W. Belk. “Heaven on Earth: Consumption at
Heritage Village, USA.” In The Journal o f Consumer Research, Vol. 16, No. 2 (Sep.,
1989), pp. 227-238.

Olsen, Jack. The Bridge at Chappaquiddick. Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1970.

Opie, John, Jr. “James McGready: Theologian of Frontier Revivalism.” In Church
History, Vol. 34, No. 4 (Dec., 1965), pp. 445-456.

Pelikan, Jaroslav. “The Enduring Relevance of Martin Luther 500 Years After His
Birth.” In The New York Times Magazine (Sept. 18, 1983), pp. 43-45, 99-104.

Peter, Paul F. “The American Listener in 1940.” In Annals o f the American Academy
o f Political and Social Science, Vol. 213 (Jan., 1941), pp. 1-8.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

302

Pettit, Norman. The Heart Prepared: Grace and Conversion in Puritan Spiritual Life.
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966.

Price, Robert M. “A Fundamentalist Social Gospel.” In Christian Century, Nov. 28,
1979, p. 1183.

Pullum, Stephen J. “Foul Demons, Come Out!” The Rhetoric o f Twentieth-Century
American Faith Healing. Westport: Praeger, 1999.

Randolph, Francis. Pardon and Peace: A Sinner’s Guide to Confession. San
Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2001.

Real, Michael R. “Trends in Structure and Policy in the American Catholic Press.”
Journalism Quarterly 52 (1975), pp. 265-71.

Richardson, Don, ed. Conversations withe Carter. Boulder, Col.: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 1998.

Roberts, Oral. The Call: An Autobiography. New York: Doubleday, 1972.

Rothwell, Harry, ed. English Historical Documents, 1189-1327. London: Routledge
& K. Paul, 1975.

Ruttenberg, Nancy. “George Whitefield, Spectacular Conversion, and the Rise of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

303

Democratic Personality.” In American Literary History, Vol. 5, No. 3 (Autumn, 1993),
pp. 429-458.

Schulte-Sasse, Linda. “Fixing the Nation's Problem: When a Sweet Bird of Youth
Crosses the Line.” In Cultural Critique , No. 43, The Politics of Impeachment
(Autumn, 1999), pp. 13-37.

Schultze. Quentin J. Christianity and the Mass Media in America: Towards a
Democratic Accomodation. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2003.

Seaman, Ann Rowe. Swaggart: The Unauthorized Biography o f an American
Evangelist. New York: Continuum, 1999.

Bernard E. Segal,“Psychiatrist and Sociologist: Social System, Subculture, and
Division of Labor.” In Journal o f Health and Human Behavior, Vol. 6, No. 4 (Winter,
1965), pp. 207-217.

Seidler, John. “Contested Accommodation: The Catholic Church as a Special Case of
Social Change.” In Social Forces, Vol. 64, No. 4. (June, 1986), pp. 847-874.

Shattuc, Jane M. The Talking Cure: TV Talk Shows and Women. New York:
Routledge, 1997.

Sheehy, Peter Phillips. The Triump o f Group Therapeutics: Therapy, the Social Self,
and Liberalism in America, 1910-1960. Unpublished dissertation, University of
Virginia, 2002.

Sheen, Fulton J. “How to Have a Good Time.” In American Sermons: The Pilgrims

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

304

to Martin Luther King Jr. New York: The Library of America, 1999, pp. 835-840.

Stanley, Susie C. ‘T he Promise Fulfilled: Women’s Ministries in the
Wesleyan/Holiness Movement.” In Religious Institutions and Women’s Leadership:
New Roles Inside the Mainstream, ed. Catherine Wessinger, pp. 139-157. Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press, 1996.

Sunday, Billy. “Food for a Hungry World.” In American Sermons: The Pilgrims to
Martin Luther King Jr. New York: The Library of America, 1999, pp. 787-793.

Sweeney, Douglas A. ‘T he Essential Evangelicalism Dialectic: The Historiography of
the Early Neo-Evangelical Movement and the Observer-Participant Dilemma.” In
Church History, Vol. 60, No. 1 (Mar., 1991), pp. 70-84.

Taeusch, C. F. “Should the Doctor Testify?” In International Journal o f Ethics, Vol.
38, no. 4 (Jul., 1928), pp. 401-415.

Taylor, Charles. Sources o f the Self: The Making o f the Modern Identity. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989.

Tender, Leslie Woodcock. Catholics and Contraception: An American History.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004.

Tender, Thomas. Sin and Confession on the Eve o f the Reformation. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1977.

Thomas, Lately. The Vanishing Evangelist: The Aimee Semple McPherson Kidnaping
Affair. New York: The Viking Press, 1959.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

305

Thomas, Lately. Storming Heaven: The Lives and Turmoils o f Minnie Kennedy and
Aimee Semple McPherson. New York: William Morrow and Co., Inc., 1970.

Thompson, Damian. The End o f Time: Faith and Fear in the Shadow o f the
Millennium. Hanover: University Press of New England, 19%.

Tilton, Robert. How to Kick the Devil Out ofYOur Life. Dallas: Robert Tilton
Ministries, 1988.

Tilton, Robert. The Power to Create Wealth. Dallas: Robert Tilton Ministries, 1988.

Timberg, Bernard M. Television Talk: A History o f the TV Talk Show. Austin, TX:
University of Texas Press, 2002.

Wacker, Grant. “The Functions of Faith in Primitive Pentecostalism.” In The
Harvard Theological Review, Vol. 77, No. 3/4 (Jul.-Oct., 1984), pp. 353-375.

Wacker, Grant. “The Holy Spirit and the Spirit of the Age in American Protestantism,
1880-1910.” In The Journal o f American History, Vol. 72, No. 1 (Jun., 1985), pp. 4562.

Wallace, Ruth A. “Catholic Women and the Creation of a New Social Reality.” In
Gender and Society, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Mar., 1988), pp. 24-38.

Westerkamp, Marilyn J. Women in Early American Religion, 1600-1850: The Puritan
and Evangelical Traditions. Routledge, 1999.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

306

White, Mimi. Tele-Advising: Therapeutic Discourse in American Television. Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992.

Whitefield, George. Select Sermons o f George Whitefield. Banner of Truth, 1986.

Wilcox, Clyde. ‘T he Christian Right in Twentieth-Century America: Continuity and
Change.” In The Review o f Politics, Vol. 50, No. 4 (Autumn, 1988), pp. 659-681.

Wilson, Alfred, C. P. Pardon and Peace. New York: Sheed & Ward, 1947.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

307

APPENDIX I
Edward Kennedy’s Confession
July 25, 1969
Broadcast from the home of Joseph P. Kennedy
Transcript carried in the New York Times, July 26,1969, p. 10, under the headline
“Kennedy’s Television Statement to the People of Massachusetts”
My fellow citizens:
I have requested this opportunity to talk to the people of Massachusetts
about the tragedy which happened last Friday evening. This morning I entered a plea
of guilty to the charge of leaving the scene of an accident. Prior to my appearance in
court it would have been improper for me to comment on these matters. But tonight I
am free to tell you what happened and to say what it means to me.
On the weekend of July 18,1 was on Martha's Vineyard Island participating
with my nephew, Joe Kennedy —as for thirty years my family has participated —in
the annual Edgartown Sailing Regatta. Only reasons of health prevented my wife from
accompanying me.
On Chappaquiddick Island, off Martha's Vineyard, I attended, on Friday
evening, July 18, a cook-out, I had encouraged and helped sponsor for devoted group
of Kennedy campaign secretaries. When I left the party, around 11:15 P.M., I was
accompanied by one of these girls, Miss Mary Jo Kopechne. Mary J was one of the
most devoted members of the staff of Senator Robert Kennedy. She worked for him
for four years and was broken up over his death. For this reason, and because she was
such a gentle, kind, and idealistic person, all of us tried to help her feel that she still
had a home with the Kennedy family.
There is no truth, no truth whatever, to the widely circulated suspicions of
immoral conduct that have been leveled at my behavior and hers regarding that
evening. There has never been a private relationship between us of any kind. I know
of nothing in Mary Jo's conduct on that or nay other occasion —the same is true of
the other girls at that party —that would lend any substance to such ugly speculation
about their character.
Nor was I driving under the influence of liquor.
Little over one mile away, the car that I was driving on the unlit road went off
a narrow bridge which had no guard rails and was built on a left angle to the road. The
car overturned in a deep pond and immediately filled with water. I remember thinking
as the cold water rushed in around my head that I was for certain drowning. Then
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water entered my lungs and I actual felt the sensation of drowning. But somehow I
struggled to the surface alive.
I made immediate and repeated efforts to save Mary Jo by diving into strong
and murky current, but succeeded only in increasing my state of utter exhaustion and
alarm. My conduct and conversations during the next several hours, to the extent that
I can remember them, make no sense to me at all.
Although my doctors informed me that I suffered a cerebral concussion, as
well as shock, I do not seek to escape responsibility for my actions by placing the
blame either in the physical, emotional trauma brought on by the accident, or on
anyone else. I regard as indefensible the fact that I did not report the accident to the
policy immediately.
Instead o f looking directly for a telephone after lying exhausted in the grass for
an undetermined time, I walked back to the cottage where the party was being held
and requested the help of two friends, my cousin, Joseph Gargan and Phil Markham,
and directed them to return immediately to the scene with me —this was sometime
after midnight —in order to undertake a new effort to dive down and locate Miss
Kopechne. Their strenuous efforts, undertaken at some risk to their own lives, also
proved futile.
All kinds of scrambled thoughts -- all of them confused, some of them
irrational, many of them which I cannot recall, and some of which I would not have
seriously entertained under normal circumstances —went through my mind during this
period. They were reflected in the various inexplicable, inconsistent, and inconclusive
things I said and did, including such questions as whether the girl might still be alive
somewhere out of that immediate area, whether some awful curse did actually hang
over all the Kennedys, whether there was some justifiable reason for me to doubt
what has happened and to delay my report, whether somehow the awful weight of
this incredible incident might, in some way, pass from my shoulders. I was overcome,
I'm frank to say, by a jumble of emotions, grief, fear, doubt, exhaustion, panic,
confusion and shock.
Instructing Gargan and Markham not to alarm Mary Jo's friends that night, I
had them take me to the ferry crossing. The ferry having shut down for the night, I
suddenly jumped into the water and impulsively swam across, nearly drowning once
again in the effort, and returned to my hotel about 2 A.M. and collapsed in my room.
I remember going out at one point and saying something to the room clerk.
In the morning, with my mind somewhat more lucid, I made an effort to call a
family legal advisor, Burke Marshall, from a public telephone on the Chappaquiddick
side of the ferry and belatedly reported the accident to the Martha's Vineyard police.
Today, as I mentioned, I felt morally obligated to plead guilty to the charge of
leaving the scene o f an accident. No words on my part can possibly express the
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terrible pain and suffering I feel over this tragic incident. This last week has been an
agonizing one for me and for the members of my family, and the grief we feel over the
loss of a wonderful friend will remain with us the rest of our lives.
These events, the publicity, innuendo, and whispers which have surrounded
them and my admission of guilt this morning raises the question in my mind of
whether my standing among the people of my state has been so impaired that I should
resign my seat in the United States Senate. If at any time the citizens of
Massachusetts should lack confidence in their Senator's character or his ability, with
or without justification, he could not in my opinion adequately perform his duty and
should not continue in office.
The people of this State, the State which sent John Quincy Adams, and Daniel
Webster, and Charles Sumner, and Henry Cabot Lodge, and John Kennedy to the
United States Senate, are entitled to representation in that body by men who inspire
their utmost confidence. For this reason, I would understand full well why some
might think it right for me to resign. For me this will be a difficult decision to make.
It has been seven years since my first election to the Senate. You and I share
many memories —some of them have been glorious, some have been very sad. The
opportunity to work with you and serve Massachusetts has made my life
worthwhile.
And so I ask you tonight, the people of Massachusetts, to think this through
with me. In facing this decision, I seek your advice and opinion. In making it, I seek
your prayers - for this is a decision that I will have finally to make on my own.
It has been written a man does what he must in spite of personal
consequences, in spite o f obstacles, and dangers, and pressures, and that is the basis
of human morality. Whatever may be the sacrifices he faces, if he follows his
conscience —the loss o f his friends, his fortune, his contentment, even the esteem of
his fellow man —each man must decide for himself the course he will follow. The
stories o f the past courage cannot supply courage itself. For this, each man must look
into his own soul.
I pray that I can have the courage to make the right decision. Whatever is
decided and whatever the future holds for me, I hope that I shall have been able to put
this most recent tragedy behind me and make some further contribution to our state
and mankind, whether it be in public or private life.
Thank you and good night.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

310

APPENDIX II
Jimmy Carter’s Confession of “Lust in My Heart”
The Last Question o f the “Playboy Interview: Jimmy Carter.”
By Robert Scheer.
In Playboy magazine, November 1976.

PLAYBOY: Do you feel you’ve reassured people with this interview, people who
are uneasy about your religious beliefs, who wonder if you’re going to make a rigid,
unbending President?
CARTER: I don’t know if you’ve been to Sunday school here yet; some of the press
has attended. I teach there about every three or four weeks. It’s getting to be a real
problem because we don’t have room to put everybody now when I teach. I don’t
know if we’re going to have to issue passes or what. It almost destroys the worship
aspect o f it. But we had a good class last Sunday. It’s a good way to learn what I
believe and what the Baptists believe.
One thing the Baptists believe in is complete autonomy. I don’t accept any
domination of my life by the Baptist Church, none. Every Baptist church is
individual and autonomous. We don’t accept domination of our church from the
Southern Baptist Convention. The reason the Baptist Church was formed in this
country was because of our belief in absolute and total separation of church and state.
These basic tenets make us almost unique. We don’t believe in any hierarchy in
church. We don’t have bishops. Any officers chosen by the church are defined as
servants, not bosses. They’re supposed to do the dirty work, make sure the church is
clean and painted and that sort of thing. So it’s a very good, democratic structure.
When my sons were small, we went to church and they went, too. But when
they got old enough to make their own decisions, they decided when to go and they
varied in their devoutness. Amy really looks forward to going to church, because she
gets to see all her cousins at Sunday school. I never knew anything except going to
church. My wife and I were bom and raised in innocent times. The normal thing to
do was to go to church.
What Christ taught about most was pride, that one person should never think
he was better than anybody else. One of the most vivid stories Christ told in his one
of his parables was about two people who went into a church. One was an official of
the church, a Pharisee, and he said, “Lord, I thank you that I’m not like all those other
people. I keep all your commandments, I give a tenth of everything I own. I’m here
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to give thanks for making me more acceptable in your sight.” The other guy was
despised by the nation, and he went in, prostrated himself on the floor and said,
“Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner. I’m not worthy to lift my eyes to heaven.”
Christ asked the disciples which of the two had justified his life. The answer was
obviously the one who was humble.
The thing that’s drummed into us all the time is not to be proud, not to be
better than anyone else, not to look down on people but to make ourselves acceptable
in God’s eyes through our own actions and recognize the simple truth that we’re
saved by grace. It’s just a free gift through faith in Christ. This gives us a mechanism
by which we can relate permanently to God. I’m not speaking for other people, but it
gives me a sense of peace and equanimity and assurance.
I try not to commit a deliberate sin. I recognize that I’m going to do it
anyhow, because I’m human and I’m tempted. And Christ set some almost
impossible standards for us. Christ said, “I tell you that anyone who looks on a
woman with lust has in his heart already committed adultery.”
I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I ’ve committed adultery in my heart
many times. This is something that God recognizes I will do—and I have done it—and
God forgives me for it. But that doesn’t mean that I condemn someone who not only
looks on a woman with lust but who leaves his wife and shacks up with somebody
out of wedlock.
Christ says, Don’t consider yourself better than someone else because one guy
screws a whole bunch o f women while the other guy is loyal to his wife. The guy
who’s loyal to his wife ought not to be condescending or proud because of the relative
degree of sinfulness. One thing that Paul Tillich said was that religion is a search for
the truth about man’s existence and his relationship with God and his fellow man; and
that once you stop searching and think you’ve got it made—at that point, you lose
your religion. Constant reassessment, searching in one’s heart—it gives me a feeling of
confidence.
I don’t inject these beliefs in my answers to your secular questions.
But I don’t think I would ever take on the same frame of mind that Nixon or
Johnson did—lying, cheating and distorting the truth. Not taking into consideration
my hope for my strength o f character, I think that my religious beliefs alone would
prevent that from happening to me. I have that confidence. I hope it’s justified.
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APPENDIX III
Jim Bakker’s Original Confession
The Charlotte Observer
March 20, 1987
Section: MAIN NEWS
Edition: TWO-SIX
Page: 1A
Memo:The following correction was published on March 21,1987:
In reporting that the Rev. Richard Dortch succeeds Jim Bakker as PTL president and
talk show host, Friday's Observer erroneously attributed the information to Dortch.
Lawyer Norman Roy Grutman said it.
JIM BAKKER RESIGNS FROM PTL
CHARLES E. SHEPARD, Staff WriterStaff writer Liz Chandler contributed to this
article.
PTL President Jim Bakker, who built a fledgling Christian TV show in
Charlotte into one of the nation's most popular TV ministries, resigned Thursday
from PTL "fo r the good of my family, the church and of all of our related ministries."
Bakker, 47, his voice trembling by the end of a telephone statement to The
Observer, said fellow TV evangelist Jerry Falwell of Lynchburg, Va., would replace
him as chairman of PTL's board.
Falwell immediately announced a new board of directors. And PTL Executive
Director Richard Dortch told employees at the Heritage USA headquarters south of
Charlotte that he will succeed Bakker as president. He also said he will host PTL's
weekday talk show, now called the "Jim and Tammy" show after Bakker and his
wife.
In the statement, Bakker said that seven years ago he was "wickedly
manipulated by treacherous former friends" who "conspired to betray me into a
sexual encounter." He did not identify those people.
Then, Bakker said, he "succumbed to blackmail to protect and spare the
ministry and my family."
"Unfortunately, money was paid in order to avoid further suffering or hurt to
anyone to appease these persons who were determined to destroy this ministry.
" I now, in hindsight, realize payment should have been resisted and we ought
to have exposed the blackmailers to the penalties of the law.”
Bakker made the comments as The Observer was investigating allegations that
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a New York woman and her representatives received $115,000 in 1985 after she told
PTL she had sexual relations with Bakker in a Florida hotel room.
Bakker also said he was resigning from his Pentecostal denomination, the
Assemblies of God.
' 'I am not able to muster the resources needed to combat a new wave of
attack that I have learned is about to be launched against us by The Charlotte
Observer, which has attacked us incessantly for the past 12 years," he said. Rich
Oppel, editor o f The Observer, responded in a statement:
"W e were investigating allegations about PTL's Jim Bakker at the time of his
resignation. . . . No article would have been published unless we were convinced of
the accuracy and fairness o f the information, which did involve allegations o f a sexual
encounter and subsequent payments.
"M r. Bakker often has questioned our motives in pursuing coverage of PTL's
activities. The accuracy of our coverage has never been successfully challenged.
"W e have covered PTL closely for more than 10 years because it is a major
institution in our community. It has many employees, substantial real estate holdings,
an image that is projected nationally and raises millions of dollars from public
broadcasts."
A lawyer representing PTL, Norman Roy Grutman of New York, refused
Thursday to answer whether PTL, Bakker personally or some other source supplied
the money Bakker said was paid. He also declined to say how much money was paid.
Grutman said payment was made under a pledge of secrecy, and PTL would
not
violate that.
The Observer first sought comment from Bakker and other PTL officials Feb.
24. Dortch canceled an interview, declined to answer questions submitted in advance
and issued a three-paragraph statement.
"W e refuse to become bitter and respond to rumors, conjecture and false
accusations," Dortch's statement said then. "W e place ourselves and our ministry in
the hands of those who have spiritual rule over us and submit to their disposition of
any matters brought before them concerning us."
On March 13, however, lawyer Grutman agreed to make Bakker and Dortch
available for an interview.
The interview began with Bakker's statement Thursday at 2:30 p.m.
PTL employees gasped and cried when told o f Bakker's resignation two
hours later, during a closed staff meeting in the church at Heritage USA.
Falwell also spoke by phone to the employees, who numbered about 400.
The developments open a new chapter for PTL, which reported $129 million
in revenues in 1986, employs about 2,000 people and owns the 2,300-acre Heritage
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USA retreat between Charlotte and Fort Mill, S.C. PTL reported 6 million visitors
last year.
Bakker, a Michigan-born preacher, moved to Charlotte in early 1974 and soon
became the top figure at fledgling PTL.
He became PTL's senior pastor, preaching before overflow crowds Sunday
mornings.
He used his personality and gift for TV to raise hundreds of millions of
dollars from viewers. The weekday broadcast once known as the "PTL Club," for
Praise The Lord or People That Love, was renamed after Bakker and his wife.
He was Heritage USA's master planner, conceiving two 500-room hotels, a
water amusement park, homes for single mothers and street people and other
buildings. There are plans for developments worth hundreds of millions of dollars
more.
In other developments Thursday:
* PTL and Dortch also are leaving the Springfield, Mo.-based Assemblies of
God, lawyer Grutman said. Dortch will serve on the new PTL board.
Denomination officials told The Observer in the past week that they had
begun formally investigating allegations against PTL, including the charge of sexual
misconduct by Bakker. The investigation will continue, despite the resignations,
church officials said Thursday.
* Bakker disclosed that "m y and Tammy's physical and emotional resources
have been so overwhelmed that we are presently under full-time therapy at a
treatment center in California."
"Tammy Faye and I and our ministries have been subjected to constant
harassment and pressures by various groups and forces whose objective has been to
undermine and to destroy us. I cannot deny that the personal toll thatthese pressures
have exerted on me and my wife and family have been more than we can bear," he
said.
On March 6, in a videotape shown to PTL viewers, Bakker and his wife of 26
years disclosed that Tammy Bakker was being treated for drug dependency.
Since mid-January the Bakkers have been in the Palm Springs, Calif., area
where they own a home. PTL viewers had been told in recent broadcasts that Bakker
would be returning from California.
* The entire board of directors at PTL, which Bakker had chaired, resigned.
At least two of eight members of the board had resigned in recent weeks.
One of those, the Rev. Charles Cookman of Dunn, is the N.C. district
superintendent for the Assemblies of God. In that role, he is responsible for the
investigation of Bakker and PTL.
Cookman, a longtime personal friend and colleague of Dortch's, confirmed
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Monday he had resigned from PTL. He did so, he said, to avoid a conflict of interest,
not because he had reached any conclusion on the allegations' merits.
When an Assemblies of God minister is found guilty of a moral indiscretion,
church procedure says, the minister will, at minimum, be suspended for two years.
For at least some o f that time, ministers are barred from preaching if they want to
return to the ministry in the denomination, church officials say. In more extreme
cases, the minister is dismissed from the denomination.
* Falwell, speaking from Virginia on the same telephone hookup with Bakker
and The Observer, said he agreed to take the PTL post in part because he feared " a
backwash that would hurt every gospel ministry in America, if not the world."
Falwell, who will continue his ministry in Virginia, pledged the new PTL
leadership will have an open-door stance toward the news media.
PTL officials have for years regarded many reporters with suspicion, accusing
The Observer and its parent corporation, Knight Ridder Inc., of a conspiracy to
destroy PTL and Bakker.
Thursday's events have their roots on a sunny, breezy Saturday afternoon in
Clearwater Beach, Fla., six years ago.
Bakker, then 40, was in Florida Dec. 6, 1980, to appear on a broadcast for a
nearby Christian TV station.
At the time, his marriage was troubled - a fact Bakker touched on Thursday.
Among those accompanying Bakker in Florida was Oklahoma City evangelist John
Wesley Fletcher, then a friend of Bakker's and a regular guest on PTL broadcasts.
Also at Bakker's hotel in Clearwater Beach was a 21-year-old church
secretary from New York named Jessica Hahn. Fletcher had arranged for her to fly to
Florida to meet Bakker and see the broadcast, according to Fletcher and Hahn.
She said she was emotionally troubled by the encounter, which she said she
did not expect, and by gossip that she said followed.
In his statement Thursday, Bakker said:
" I sorrowfully acknowledge that seven years ago in an isolated incident I was
wickedly manipulated by treacherous former friends and then colleagues who
victimized me with the aid of a female confederate.
"They conspired to betray me into a sexual encounter at a time of great stress
in my marital life. Vulnerable as I was at the time, I was set up as part of a scheme to
co-opt me and obtain some advantage for themselves over me in connection with their
hope for position in the ministry."
Hahn said Thursday, "There was no blackmail, no extortion."
"Jim Bakker is obviously trying to protect him self. . . . I know what the
truth isl don't want Jim Bakker to leave PTL."
Fletcher could not be reached Thursday. In a Feb. 24 interview, Fletcher told
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The Observer that Bakker was depressed by his marital troubles.
"Anything that I did for Jim, I did, honest to God, because I thought I was
helping him. I believed it," Fletcher said.
Fletcher, crying during portions of the interview, said he regrets his actions.
"M y vocabulary fails me, the word sorry is so inadequate. But if no one
forgives me down here, if no one on earth forgives me, I know that I found forgiveness
in God's hands," Fletcher said.
Fletcher was dismissed from the Assemblies of God in October 1981 for what
he describes as a drinking problem. He has not reappeared on PTL programs.
In a 1984 interview, Hahn said she had complained to PTL and met twice
with Dortch in New York. In the second meeting in November 1984, she said, she
signed a document recanting her allegations.
She later said she felt pressured to sign.
In late 1984 or early 1985, Hahn met with Paul Roper, an Anaheim, Calif.,
businessman.
Roper's activities have included managing a 10,000-member Anaheim church
and running a Seattle savings and loan. He is one of more than 20 people who have
been sued by a federal agency in connection with the thrift's failure.
Roper once announced a campaign to investigate TV evangelists. Roper also
knew the New York woman's pastor and had spoken at her church.
By early February 1985, Roper had sent PTL officials the draft of a lawsuit
detailing the woman's allegations and seeking millions of dollars in damages from PTL,
Bakker and others.
He did so, he said in an interview, because he was unable to get PTL officials
to return his telephone calls.
"A ll I did was threaten to place it (the complaint) in the hands of an attorney
for whatever action that attorney might take," Roper said.
Bakker did not mention a draft lawsuit in his statement Thursday.
But he said, " I categorically deny that I've ever sexually assaulted or harassed
anyone . . . . Anyone who knows Jim Bakker knows that I never physically assaulted
anyone in my life."
Oppel, The Observer editor, said the newspaper's investigation didn't
involve allegations of sexual assault or harassment.
At least twice in February 1985, Roper met with Dortch or Los Angeles
lawyer Howard Weitzman and his partner Scott Furstman.
Roper said he presented the woman's allegations and suggested
compensation, including a trust fund, if her story was true. Also discussed was a
provision that the woman forfeit the money if she sued or otherwise made her charges
public.
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On Feb. 27, 1985, a check for $115,000 drawn on the "Howard L. Weitzman
clients trust account" was given to Roper on the woman's behalf, Roper confirmed
March 11.
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APPENDIX IV
Jimmy Swaggart’s Sermon of Confession
Reverend Jimmy Swaggart: Apology Sermon
Delivered 21 February 1988
Family Worship Center, Baton Rouge, LA
Everything that I will attempt to say to you this morning will be from my
heart. I will not speak from a prepared script. Knowing the consequences of what I
will say and that much of it will be taken around the world, as it should be, I am
positive that all that I want to say I will not be able to articulate as I would desire.
But I would pray that you will somehow feel the anguish, the pain, and the love of
my heart. I have always -- every single time that I have stood before a congregation
and a television camera —I have met and faced the issues head-on. I have never
sidestepped or skirted unpleasantries. I have tried to be like a man and to preach this
gospel exactly as I have seen it without fear or reservation or compromise. I can do no
less this morning.
I do not plan in any way to whitewash my sin. I do not call it a mistake, a
mendacity; I call it sin. I would much rather, if possible -- and in my estimation it
would not be possible —to make it worse than less than it actually is. I have no one
but myself to blame. I do not lay the fault or the blame of the charge at anyone else's
feet. For no one is to blame but Jimmy Swaggart. I take the responsibility. I take the
blame. I take the fault.
Many times I have addressed the media in a very stem manner, and I have
chastised them for what I thought and believed was error in their reporting or their
investigation even. This time I do not. I commend them. I feel that the media, both in
print and by television, radio, have been fair and objective and even compassionate.
Ted Koppel on "Nightline," I feel, did everything within his power, in going the
second, third, fourth, fifth, tenth mile to make doubly certain that what he reported
was at least as fair and as honest as he, the spokesman for this world-famed news
program, could make it. And I thank him for his objectivity, his kindness, and his
fairness.
And I also want to express appreciation to the entire media everywhere, but
especially here in Baton Rouge - Channels 9,2, and 33, the newspapers, the radio
stations. They've been hard, but they have been fair. They have been objective and at
times, I believe, they have even been compassionate —even my old nemesis, John
Camp, that we have disagreed with very strongly. And I love you, John. And in spite
o f our differences, I think you are one of the finest investigative reporters in the world
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-- and I mean that.
I want to address myself as best as I know how to those that I have wronged,
that I have sinned against. First of all, my wife, Frances — God never gave a man a
better helpmate and companion to stand beside him. And as far as this gospel has
been taken through the airwaves to the great cities of the world and covered this globe,
it would never have been done were it not for her strength, her courage, her
consecration to her Redeemer, the Lord Jesus Christ. I have sinned against you. And I
beg your forgiveness.
God said to David 3,000 years ago, you have done this thing in secret, but I
will do what I do openly before all of Israel. My sin was done in secret, and God has
said to me, "I will do what I do before the whole world." Blessed be the name of the
Lord.
God could never give a man, a father, a minister of the gospel, a finer son than
he has given me and his mother —Donnie and my beautiful and lovely daughter-inlaw, Debbie. Donnie has stood with me. I have relied upon him. And in these trying
days, his mother and myself, we do not know what we would have done without his
strength, his courage, and his utter devotion to the Lord Jesus Christ. Donnie and
Debbie, I have sinned against you and I beg you to forgive me.
To the Assemblies of God, which helped bring the gospel to my little
beleaguered town when my family was lost without Jesus - this movement and
fellowship that ...has been more instrumental in taking this gospel through the...night
of darkness to the far-flung hundreds of millions than maybe in the effort in annals of
human history. Its leadership has been compassionate and kind and considerate and
long-suffering toward me without exception, but never for one moment condoning sin,
both on the national level and this esteemed district level. But to its thousands and
thousands of pastors that are godly, that uphold the standard of righteousness, its
evangelists that are heralds and criers of redemption, its missionaries on the front
lines., .holding back the path of hell —I have sinned against you and I have brought
disgrace and humiliation and embarrassment upon you. I beg your forgiveness.
This church [Family Worship Center], this ministry, this Bible college [Jimmy
Swaggart Bible College], these professors, this choir, these musicians, these singers
that have stood with me on a thousand crusade platforms around the world, that have
labored unstintedly [sic] and tirelessly to lift up that great name of Jesus Christ, to
tell the weary that He is rest, and the sin-cursed that he, Jesus, is victory, my
associates —and no evangelist ever had a greater group of men and women, given by
the hand of God - have stood with me unstintedly [sic], unflaggingly. I have sinned
against you. I have brought shame and embarrassment to you. I beg your forgiveness.
To my fellow television ministers and evagelists, you that are already bearing
an almost unbearable load, to continue to say and tell the great story of Jesus' love, I
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have made your load heavier and I have hurt you. Please forgive me for sinning against
you.
And to the hundreds of millions that I have stood before in over a hundred
countries of the world, and I've looked into the cameras and so many of you with a
heart o f loneliness, needing help, have reached out to the minister of the gospel as a
beacon o f light. You that are nameless - most I will never be able to see except by
faith. I have sinned against you. I beg you to forgive me.
And most of all, to my Lord and my Savior, my Redeemer, the One whom I
have served and I love and I worship. I bow at His feet, who has saved me and
washed me and cleansed me. I have sinned against You, my Lord. And I would ask
that Your precious blood would wash and cleanse every stain, until it is in the seas of
God's forgetfulness, never to be remembered against me anymore.
I say unto you that watch me today, through His mercy, His grace and His
love, the sin of which I speak is not a present sin; it is a past sin. I know that so many
would ask why, why? I have asked myself that 10,000 times through 10,000 tears.
Maybe Jimmy Swaggart has tried to live his entire life as though he were not human.
And I have thought that with the Lord, knowing He is omnipotent and omniscient,
that there was nothing I could not do —and I emphasize with His help and guidance.
And I think this is the reason (in my limited knowledge) that I did not find the victory
I sought because I did not seek the help of my brothers and my sisters in the Lord. I
have had to come to the realization that this gospel is flawless even though it is
ministered at times by flawed men. If I had sought the help of those that loved me,
with their added strength, I look back now and know that victory would have been
mine. They have given me strength along with the compassion o f our Savior in these
last few days that I have needed for a long, long time.
Many ask, as I close, this: will the ministry continue? Yes, the ministry will
continue. Under the guidance, leadership and directives (as best we know how and
can) of the Louisiana District of the Assemblies of God, we will continue to take this
gospel of Jesus Christ all over the world. I step out of this pulpit at the moment for
an indeterminate period o f time and we will leave that in the hands of the Lord.
The Bible college of these young men and young ladies whom I have tried to
set a standard for and have miserably failed, its most esteemed president, Ray Tresk - 1, too, beg you, the future pastors, evangelists and missionaries, to forgive me. But
this Bible college will continue.
I close this today with the words of another man that lived 3,000 years ago —
and I started to say who committed sin that was worse than mine, but I take that
back. And if the Holy Spirit will allow me to borrow His words, I will review that
which is as real now as when it was penned in Jerusalem:
Have mercy upon me, O God. According to thy lovingkindness; according
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unto the multitude o f thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. Wash me
thoroughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. For I acknowledge my
transgressions; and my sin is ever before me. Against thee, thee only, have I sinned
and done this evil in thy sight, that thou mightest be justified when thou speakest, and
be clear when thou judgest. Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother
conceive me. Behold, thou desireth truth in the inward parts; and in the hidden parts
thou shalt make me to know wisdom. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean;
wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Make me to hear jo y and gladness; that the
bones which thou hast broken my rejoice. Hide thy face from my sins, and blot out all
mine iniquities. Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me.
Cast me not away from thy presence; and take not thy holy spirit from me. Restore
unto me the jo y o f thy salvation; and uphold me with thy free spirit. Then will I teach
transgressors thy ways; and sinners shall be converted unto thee. Deliver me from
bloodguiltiness, O God, thou God o f my salvation: and my tongue shall sing aloud o f
thy righteousness. O Lord, open thou my lips; and my mouth shall shew forth thy
praise. For thou desireth not sacrifice; else would I give it; thou delightest not in a
broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise. Do good in
thy good pleasure unto Zion; build thou the walls ofJerusalem. Then shalt thou be
pleased with the sacrifices o f righteousness, with burnt offering and with whole burnt
offering; then shall they offer bullocks upon thine altar. [Psalm 51]
Thank you. Thank you and God bless you.
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APPENDIX V
President Clinton’s Statements and Confessions
V.i.
Statement One
Made to Jim Lehrer, Newshour
January 21, 1998

LEHRER: The news of this day is that Kenneth Starr, independent counsel, is
investigating allegations that you suborned perjury by encouraging a 24-year-old
woman, former White House intern, to lie under oath in a civil deposition about her
having had an affair with you. Mr. President, is that true?
CLINTON: That is not true. That is not true. I did not ask anyone to tell anything
other than the truth. There is no improper relationship. And I intend to cooperate
with this inquiry. But that is not true.
LEHRER: "No improper relationship" - define what you mean by that.
CLINTON: Well, I think you know what it means. It means that there is not a sexual
relationship, an improper sexual relationship, or any other kind of improper
relationship.
LEHRER: You had no sexual relationship with this young woman?
CLINTON: There is not a sexual relationship; that is accurate. The - we are doing
our best to cooperate here, but we don't know much yet. And that's all I can say now.
What I'm trying to do is to contain my natural impulses and get back to work. I think
it's important that we cooperate, I will cooperate, but I want to focus on the work at
hand.
LEHRER: Just for the record, to make sure I understand what your answer means, so
there's no ambiguity about it —
CLINTON: There is no LEHRER: All right. You had no conversations with this young woman, Monica
Lewinsky, about her testimony or possible testimony before - in giving a deposition?
CLINTON: I did not urge - 1 did not urge anyone to say anything that was untrue. I
did not urge anyone to say anything that was untrue. That's my statement to you.
And beyond that LEHRER: Did you talk to her about it? Excuse me, I’m sorry.
CLINTON: - 1 think it's very important that we let the investigation take its course.
The - the - but I want you to know that that is my clear position. I didn't ask anyone
to go in there and say something that's not true.
LEHRER: What about your having had - another one of the allegations is that - that
you may have asked, or the allegation that's being investigated is that you asked your
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friend Vernon JordanCLINTON: To do that.
LEHRER: - to do that.
CLINTON: I absolutely did not do that. I can tell you, I did not do that. I was - 1 did
not do that, he is in - in no way involved in trying to get anybody to say anything
that's not true at my request. I didn't do that. Now, I don't know what else to tell
you. I've - 1 - 1 don't even know - all I know is what I have read here. But I'm going
to cooperate. I didn't ask anybody not to tell the truth. There is no improper
relationship. The allegations I have read are not true. I do not know what the basis of
them is, other than just what you know. We’ll just have to wait and see. And I will be
vigorous about it, but I have got to get back to the work of the country. I was up past
midnight with Prime Minister Netanyahu last night. I've got Mr. Arafat coming in.
We've got action all over the world and a State of the Union to do. I'll do my best to
cooperate with this, just as I have through every other issue that's come up over the
last several years, but I have got to get back to work.
LEHRER: Would you acknowledge, though, Mr. President, this is very serious
business, this charge against you that's been made.
CLINTON: And I will cooperate in the inquiry of it.
LEHRER: Mm-hmm. What's going on? What - what - if it's not true, that means
somebody made this up. Is that - . . .
CLINTON: Look. You know as much about this as I do right now. We'll just have to
look into it and cooperate, and we'll see. But meanwhile, I've got to go on with the
work of the country. I got hired to help the rest of the American people.. . .
LEHRER: But on a more personal level, Mr. President, you're beginning - you're a
week from your State of the Union address, and here . . . you're under investigation
for a very, very serious crime and - allegation of a serious crime. I mean, what does
that do to your ability to do all of these things that we've been talking about, whether
it's the Middle East or whether it's child-care reform or what?
CLINTON: Well, I've got to do my best. You know, I'd be - I'd be less than candid if
I said it was, you know, just hunky dory. You know, these - but I've been living with
this sort of thing for a long time. And my experience has been, unfortunately,
sometimes, you know, when one charge dies, another one just lifts up to take its
place. But I can tell you, whatever I feel about it, I owe it to the American people to
put it in a little box and keep working for them. This job is not like other jobs, in that
sense. You can't - it's not - you don't get to take a vacation from your obligations to
the whole country. You just have to, you know, remember why you ran, understand
what's happening and why, and, you know, go back and hit it tomorrow. That's all
you can do.
LEHRER: But going back to what we said at the beginning when we were talking
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about it, isn't this one different than all the others? This one isn't about a land deal in
Arkansas, or it's not even about sex, it's about other things, about a serious matter. Do
you - 1 mean CLINTON: Well, but all the others, a lot of them were about serious matters. They
just faded away.
LEHRER: I'm not suggesting that they weren't serious. But I mean CLINTON: I don't mean - 1just - all I can tell you is, I'll do my best to help them
get to the bottom of it. I did not ask anybody to lie under oath. I did not do that.
That's the allegation. I didn't do it. And we'll just get to the bottom of it, we'll go on.
And meanwhile, I've got to keep working at this. I can't just - you know, ignore the
fact that every day that passes is one more day that I don't have to do what I came
here to do. And I think the results that America has enjoyed indicates it's a pretty
good argument for doing what I came here to do.
LEHRER: That whatever the personal things may be, the polls show that the people
approve o f your job as president, even though they may not have that high regard that high regard o f you as a person.
CLINTON: Well, hardly anyone has ever been subject to the level of attack I have.
You know, it made a lot of people mad when I got elected president. And the better
the country does, it seems like the madder some of them get. But that's - you know,
that's not important. What's important here is what happens to the American people.
I mean, there are sacrifices to being president, and in some periods of history, the
price is higher than others. I'm just doing the best I can for my country.
LEHRER: We're sitting here in the Roosevelt Room in the White House. It's 4:15
Eastern Time. All of the cable news organizations have been full of this story all day.
The newspapers are probably going to be full of it tomorrow. And the news may this story is going to be there and be there and be there. The Paula Jones trial coming
up in May. And you're going to be CLINTON: I'm looking forward to that.
LEHRER: Why?
CLINTON: Because I believe that the evidence will show what I have been saying;
that I did not do what I was accused of doing. It's very difficult. You know, one of
the things that people learn is you can charge people with all kinds of things; it's
almost impossible to prove your innocence. That's almost impossible to do. I think I'll
be able to do that. We're working hard at it.
LEHRER: What about the additional element here? You're the president of the United
States. Certainly you've got personal things that you want to prove or disprove, et
cetera. But when does it, just the process, become demeaning to the presidency? I
mean, somebody said - in fact, just said it on our program, that this trial in May will
be tabloid nirvana and -
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CLINTON: Well, I tried to spare the country that. That's the only reason that we
asked the Supreme Court to affirm that absent some terrible emergency the president
shouldn't be subject to suits so that he wouldn't become a political target. They made
a different decision. And they made a decision that this was good for the country.
And so I'm taking it and dealing with it the best I can.
LEHRER: And the new thing? They're going to be - you know, pour it on, nothing's
going to change?
CLINTON: I have got to go to work every day. You know, whatever people say
about me, whatever happens to me, I can't say that people didn't tell me they were
going to go after me because they thought I represented a new direction in American
politics and they thought we could make things better. And I can't say that they
haven't been as good as their word every day, you know. Just a whole bunch of them
are trying to make sure that get done. But I just have to keep working at it. You
know, I didn't come here for money or power or anything else. I came here to spend
my time, to do my job, and go back to my life. That's all I want to do, and that's what
I'm trying to do, for the best interests of America. And so far the results have been
good, and I just hope the people keep that in mi nd. . . .
V.ii. Statement Two
Deposition of January 17, 1998
Released to the public March 13,1998
Portions having to do with President Clinton’s relationship with Monica Lewinsky
Q. Now, do you know a woman named Monica Lewinsky?
A. I do.
Q. How do you know her?
A. She worked in the White House for a while, first as an intern, and then in, as the, in
the legislative affairs office.
Q. She began - excuse me.
A. So that's how I know her.
Q. Excuse me for interrupting you, sir. Did she begin to work as an intern in the
White House in the summer of 1995?
A. I don't know when she started working at the White House.
Q. Do you recall when you met her for the first time?
A. It would be sometime, I'd think, in later 1995.
Q. She began to work in the White House office of legislative affairs around December
o f 1995, correct?
A. I have no idea.
Q. Do you know how she obtained that job?
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A. No....
Q. Is it true that when she worked at the White House she met with you several
times?
A. I don't know about several times. There was a period when the, when the
Republican Congress shut the government down that the whole White House was
being run by interns, and she was assigned to work back in the chief of staffs office,
and we were all working there, and so I saw her on two or three occasions then, and
then when she worked at the White House, I think there was one or two other times
when she brought some documents to me.
Q. Well, you also saw here at a number of social functions at the White House, didn't
you?
A. Could you be specific? I'm not sure. I mean when we had, when we had like big
staff things for, if I had a, like in the summertime, if I had a birthday party and the
whole White House staff came, then she must have been there. If we had a Christmas
party and the whole White House staff was invited, she must have been there. I don't
remember any specific social occasions at the White House, but people who work
there when they're invited to these things normally come. It's a - they work long
hours, it's hard work, and it's one of the nice things about being able to work there, so
I assume she was there, but I don't have any specific recollection of any social
events....
Q. Mr. President, before the break, we were talking about Monica Lewinsky. At any
time were you and Monica Lewinsky alone together in the Oval Office?
A. I don't recall, but as I said, when she worked at the legislative affairs office, they
always had somebody there on the weekends. I typically worked some on the
weekends. Sometimes they'd bring me things on the weekends. She - it seems to me
she brought things to me once or twice on the weekends. In that case, whatever time
she would be in there, drop it off, exchange a few words and go, she was there. I don't
have any specific recollections of what the issues were, what was going on, but when
the Congress is there, we're working all the time, and typically I would do some work
on one of the days o f the weekends in the afternoon.
Q. So I understand, your testimony is that it was possible, then, that you were alone
with her, but you have no specific recollection of that ever happening?
A. Yes, that's correct. It's possible that she, in, while she was working there, brought
something to me and that at the time she brought it to me, she was the only person
there. That's possible.
Q. Did it ever happen that you and she went down the hallway from the Oval Office
to the private kitchen?...
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A. Well, let me try to describe the facts first, because you keep talking about this
private kitchen. The private kitchen is staffed by two naval aides. They have total,
unrestricted access to my dining room, to that hallway, to coming into the Oval
Office. The people who are in the outer office of the Oval Office can also enter at any
time.
I was, after I went through a presidential campaign in which the far right tried
to convince the American people I had committed murder, run drugs, slept in my
mother's bed with four prostitutes, and done numerous other things, I had a high level
of paranoia.
There are no curtains on the Oval Office, there are no curtains on my private
office, there are no curtains or blinds that can close the windows in my private dining
room. The naval aides come and go at will. There is a peephole on the office that
George Stephanopoulos first and then Rahm Emanuel occupied that looks back down
that corridor. I have done everything I could to avoid the kind of questions you are
asking me here today, so to talk about this kitchen as if it is a private kitchen, it's a
little cubbyhole, and these guys keep the door open. They come and go at will. Now
that's the factual background here.
Now, to go back to your question, my recollection is that, that at some point
during the government shutdown, when Ms. Lewinsky was still an intern but was
working the chief staffs office because all the employees had to go home, that she was
back there with a pizza that she brought to me and to others. I do not believe she was
there alone, however. I don't think she was. And my recollection is that on a couple of
occasions after that she was there but my secretary Betty Currie was there with her.
She and Betty are friends. That's my, that's my recollection. And I have no other
recollection of that.
M R FISHER: While I appreciate all of that information, for the record I'm going to
object. It's nonresponsive as to the entire answer up to the point where the deponent
said, "Now back to your question."
Q. At any time were you and Monica Lewinsky alone in the hallway between the
Oval Office and this kitchen area?
A. I don't believe so, unless we were walking back to the back dining room with the
pizzas. I just, I don't remember. I don't believe we were alone in the hallway, no.
Q. Are there doors at both ends of the hallway?
A. They are, and they're always open.
Q. At any time have you and Monica Lewinsky ever been alone together in any room
in the White House?
A. I think I testified to that earlier. I think that there is a, it is - 1 have no specific
recollection, but it seems to me that she was on duty on a couple of occasions
working for the legislative affairs office and brought me some things to sign, something
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on the weekend. That's - 1 have a general memory of that....
Q. Have you ever met with Monica Lewinsky in the White House between the hours
of midnight and six a.m.?
A. I certainly don't think so.
Q. Have you ever met A. Now, let me just say, when she was working there, during, there may have been a
time when we were all - we were up working late. There are lots of, on any given
night, when the Congress is in session, there are always several people around until
late in the night, but I don't have any memory of that. I just can't say that there could
have been a time when that occurred, I just - but I don't remember it....
Q. ...[H]ave you ever given any gifts to Monica Lewinsky?
A. I don't recall. Do you know what they were?
Q. A hat pin?
A. I don't, I don't remember. But I certainly, I could have.
Q. A book about Walt Whitman?
A. I give - let me just say, I give people a lot of gifts, and when people are around I
give a lot of things I have at the White House away, so I could have given her a gift,
but I don't remember a specific gift.
Q. Do you remember giving her a gold brooch?
A. No.
Q. Do you remember giving her an item that had been purchased from The Black Dog
store at Martha's Vineyard?
A. I do remember that, because when I went on vacation, Betty said that, asked me if I
was going to bring some stuff back from The Black Dog, and she said Monica loved,
liked that stuff and would like to have a piece of it, and I did a lot of Christmas
shopping from The Black Dog, and I bought a lot of things for a lot of people, and I
gave Betty a couple of the pieces, and she gave I think something to Monica and
something to some of the other girls who worked in the office. I remember that
because Betty mentioned it to me.
Q. What in particular was given to Monica?
A. I don't remember. I got a whole bag full of things that I bought at The Black Dog. I
went there, they gave me some things, and I went and purchased a lot at their store,
and when I came back I gave a, a big block of it to Betty, and I don't know what she
did with it all or who got what.
Q. But while you were in the store you did pick out something for Monica, correct?
A. While I was in the store - first of all, The Black Dog sent me a selection of things.
Then I went to the store and I bought some other things, t-shirts, sweatshirts, shirts.
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Then when I got back home, I took out a thing or two that I wanted to keep, and I
took out a thing or two I wanted to give to some other people, and I gave the rest of it
to Betty and she distributed it. That's what I remember doing.
Q. Has Monica Lewinsky ever given you any gifts?
A. Once or twice. I think she's given me a book or two.
Q. Did she give you a silver cigar box?
A. No.
Q. Did she give you a tie?
A. Yes, she had given me a tie before. I believe that's right. Now, as I said, let me
remind you, normally, when I get these ties, I get ties, you know, together, and they're
given to me later, but I believe that she has given me a tie....
Q. Did you have an extramarital sexual affair with Monica Lewinsky?
A. No.
Q. If she told someone that she had a sexual affair with you beginning in November of
1995, would that be a lie?
A. It's certainly not the truth. It would not be the truth.
Q. I think I used the term "sexual affair." And so the record is completely clear, have
you ever had sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky, as that term is defined in
Deposition Exhibit 1, as modified by the Court.
M R BENNETT: I object because I don't know that he can remember.
JUDGE W RIGHT: Well, it's real short. He can - 1 will permit the question and you
may show the witness definition number one. [See explanatory note]
A. I have never had sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky. I've never had an affair
with her.
[Explanatory note] "Definition of Sexual Relations" to the court: For the purposes of
this deposition, a person engages in "sexual relations" when the person knowingly
engages in or causes (1) contact with the genitalia, anus, groin, breast, inner thigh, or buttocks of any
person with an intent to arouse or gratify the sexual desire of any person;
(2) contact between any part of the person's body or an object and the genitals or
anus o f another person; or
(3) contact between the genitals or anus of the person and any part o f another
person's body. "Contact" means intentional touching, either directly or through
clothing."
V.iii. Statement Three
President Clinton’s Statement of August 17,1998
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Provided by the Federal Document Clearing House
Good evening. This afternoon in this room, from this chair, I testified before
the Office of Independent Counsel and the grand jury.
I answered their questions truthfully, including questions about my private
life, questions no American citizen would ever want to answer.
Still, I must take complete responsibility for all my actions, both public and
private. And that is why I am speaking to you tonight.
As you know, in a deposition in January, I was asked questions about my
relationship with Monica Lewinsky. While my answers were legally accurate, I did
not volunteer information.
Indeed, I did have a relationship with Miss Lewinsky that was not
appropriate. In fact, it was wrong. It constituted a critical lapse in judgment and a
personal failure on my part for which I am solely and completely responsible.
But I told the grand jury today and I say to you now that at no time did I ask
anyone to lie, to hide or destroy evidence or to take any other unlawful action.
I know that my public comments and my silence about this matter gave a
false impression. I misled people, including even my wife. I deeply regret that.
I can only tell you I was motivated by many factors. First, by a desire to
protect myself from the embarrassment o f my own conduct. I was also very
concerned about protecting my family. The fact that these questions were being asked
in a politically inspired lawsuit, which has since been dismissed, was a consideration,
too.
In addition, I had real and serious concerns about an independent counsel
investigation that began with private business dealings 20 years ago, dealings, I might
add, about which an independent federal agency found no evidence of any wrongdoing
by me or my wife over two years ago.
The independent counsel investigation moved on to my staff and friends, then
into my private life. And now the investigation itself is under investigation.
This has gone on too long, cost too much and hurt too many innocent people.
Now, this matter is between me, the two people I love most - my wife and
our daughter —and our God. I must put it right, and I am prepared to do whatever it
takes to do so. Nothing is more important to me personally. But it is private, and I
intend to reclaim my family life for my family. It’s nobody's business but ours. Even
presidents have private lives.
It is time to stop the pursuit of personal destruction and the prying into
private lives and get on with our national life.
Our country has been distracted by this matter for too long, and I take my
responsibility for my part in all of this. That is all I can do. Now it is time -- in fact, it
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is past time —to move on.
We have important work to do —real opportunities to seize, real problems to
solve, real security matters to face.
And so tonight, I ask you to turn away from the spectacle of the past seven
months, to repair the fabric of our national discourse, and to return our attention to all
the challenges and all the promise of the next American century.
Thank you for watching. And good night.
V.iv. Statement Four
Grand Jury Testimony of President Clinton
August 17, 1998
Released to the public September 21,1998
Questions and answers dealing with the President’s earlier statements about his
relationship with Monica Lewinsky.

Q: Mr. President, were you physically intimate with Monica Lewinsky?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Mr. Bittman, I think maybe I can save the - you and the
grand jurors a lot of time if I read a statement, which I think will make it clear what
the nature of my relationship with Ms. Lewinsky was and how it related to the
testimony I gave, what I was trying to do in that testimony. And I think it will
perhaps make it possible for you to ask even more relevant questions from your point
o f view. And, with your permission, I'd like to read that statement.
Q: Absolutely. Please, Mr. President.
PRESIDENT CLINTON: When I was alone with Ms. Lewinsky on certain
occasions in early 1996 and once in early 1997,1 engaged in conduct that was wrong.
These encounters did not consist of sexual intercourse. They did not constitute sexual
relations as I understood that term to be defined at my January 17th, 1998 deposition.
But they did involve inappropriate intimate contact. These inappropriate encounters
ended, at my insistence, in early 1997.1 also had occasional telephone conversations
with Ms. Lewinsky that included inappropriate sexual banter. I regret that what began
as a friendship came to include this conduct, and I take full responsibility for my
actions. While I will provide the grand jury whatever other information I can, because
of privacy considerations affecting my family, myself, and others, and in an effort to
preserve the dignity of the office I hold, this is all I will say about the specifics of
these particular matters. I will try to answer, to the best of my ability, other
questions including questions about my relationship with Ms. Lewinsky; questions
about my understanding o f the term "sexual relations", as I understood it to be defined
at my January 17th, 1998 deposition; and questions concerning alleged subornation of
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perjury, obstruction of justice, and intimidation of witnesses.
That, Mr. Bittman, is my statement.
Q: Thank you, Mr. President. And, with that, we would like to take a break....

...Q: Was this contact with Ms. Lewinsky, Mr. President, did it involve any sexual
contact in any way, shape, or form?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Mr. Bittman, I said in this statement I would like to stay
to the terms of the statement. I think it's clear what inappropriately intimate is. I have
said what it did not include. I - it did not include sexual intercourse, and I do not
believe it included conduct which falls within the definition I was given in the Jones
deposition. And I would like to stay with that characterization....
Q: It was at page 19, Mr. President, beginning at line 21, and I'll read it in full. This is
from the Jones attorney. "Would you please take whatever time you need to read this
definition, because when I use the term 'sexual relations', this is what I mean today."
PRESIDENT CLINTON: All right. Yes, that starts on 19. But let me say that there
is a - just for the record, my recollection was accurate. There is a long discussion here
between the attorney and the Judge. It goes on until page 23. And in the end the Judge
says, "I'm talking only about part one in the definition", and "Do you understand
that"? And I answer, "I do."
The judge says part one, and then the lawyer for Ms. Jones says he's only talking
about part one and asked me if I understand it. And I say, I do, and that was my
understanding.
I might also note that when I was given this and began to ask questions about it,
actually circled number one. This is my circle here. I remember doing that so I could
focus only on those two lines, which is what I did.
Q: Did you understand the words in the first portion o f the exhibit, Mr. President,
that is, "For the purposes o f this deposition, a person engages in 'sexual relations'
when the person knowingly engages in or causes"? Did you understand, do you
understand the words there in that phrase?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Yes. My - 1 can tell you what my understanding of the
definition is, if you want me to Q: Sure.
A: - do it. My understanding of this definition is it covers contact by the person
being deposed with the enumerated areas, if the contact is done with an intent to
arouse or gratify. That's my understanding of the definition.
Q: What did you believe the definition to include and exclude? What kinds of
activities?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: I thought the definition included any activity by the
person being deposed, where the person was the actor and came in contact with those
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parts o f the bodies with the purpose or intent or gratification, and excluded any other
activity. For example, kissing is not covered by that, I don't think.
Q: Did you understand the definition to be limited to sexual activity?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Yes, I understood the definition to be limited to, to
physical contact with those areas of the bodies with the specific intent to arouse or
gratify. That's what I understood it to be.
Q: What specific acts did the definition include, as you understood the definition on
January 17, 1998?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Any contact with the areas there mentioned, sir. If you
contacted, if you contacted those parts of the body with an intent to arouse or gratify,
that is covered.
Q: What did you understand PRESIDENT CLINTON: The person being deposed. If the person being deposed
contacted those parts o f another person's body with an intent to arouse or gratify,
that was covered.
Q: What did you understand the word "causes", in the first phrase? That is, "For the
purposes o f this deposition, a person engaged in 'sexual relations' when the person
knowingly" causes contact?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: I don't know what that means. It doesn't make any sense
to me in this context, because - 1 think what I thought there was, since this was some
sort of - as I remember, they said in the previous discussion - and I'm only
remembering now, so if I make a mistake you can correct me. As I remember from the
previous discussion, this was some kind of definition that had something to do with
sexual harassment. So, that implies it's forcing to me, and I - and there was never any
issue o f forcing in the case involving, well, any of these questions they were asking
me. They made it clear in this discussion I just reviewed that what they were referring
to was intentional sexual conduct, not some sort of forcible abusive behavior.
So, I basically - 1 don't think I paid any attention to it because it appeared to me that
that was something that had no reference to the facts that they admitted they were
asking me about.
Q: So, if I can be clear, Mr. President, was it your understanding back in January that
the definition, now marked as Grand Jury Exhibit 2, only included consensual sexual
activity?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: No. My understanding - let me go back and say it. My
understanding - I'll tell you what it did include. My understanding was, what I was
giving to you, was that what was covered in those first two lines was any direct
contact by the person being deposed with those parts o f another person's body, if the
contact was done with an intent to arouse or gratify. That's what I believed it meant.
That's what I believed it meant then reading it. That's what I believe it means today.
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Q: I'm just trying to understand, Mr. President. You indicated that you put the
definition in the context o f a sexual harassment case.
PRESIDENT CLINTON: No, no. I think it was not in the context of sexual
harassment. I just reread those four pages, which obviously the grand jury doesn't
have. But there was some reference to the fact that this definition apparently bore
some, had some connection to some definition in another context, and that this was
being used not in that context, not necessarily in the context o f sexual harassment.
So, I would think that this "causes" would be, would mean to force someone to do
something. That's what I read it. That's the only point I'm trying to make. Therefore, I
did not believe that anyone had ever suggested that I had forced anyone to do
anything, and that - and I did not do that. And so that could not have had any bearing
on any questions related to Ms. Lewinsky.
Q: I suppose, since you have now read portions of the transcript again, that you
were reminded that you did not ask for any clarification of the terms. Is that correct?
Of the definition?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: No, sir. I thought it was a rather - when I read it, I
thought it was a rather strange definition. But it was the one the Judge decided on and
I was bound by it. So, I took it....
Q: So, your definition of sexual relationship is intercourse only, is that correct?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: No, not necessarily intercourse only. But it would include
intercourse. I believe, I believe that the common understanding of the term, if you say
two people are having a sexual relationship, most people believe that includes
intercourse. So, if that's what Ms. Lewinsky thought, then this is a truthful affidavit. I
don't know what was in her mind. But if that's what she thought, the affidavit is true.
Q: What else would sexual relationship include besides intercourse?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Well, that - 1 think - let me answer what I said before. I
think most people when they use that term include sexual relationships and whatever
other sexual contact is involved in a particular relationship. But they think it includes
intercourse as well. And I would have thought so. Before I got into this case and heard
all I've heard, and seen all I've seen, I would have thought that that's what nearly
everybody thought it meant.
Q: Well, I ask, Mr. President, because your attorney, using the very document,
Grand Jury Exhibit 4, WJC-4, represented to Judge Wright that his understanding of
the meaning o f that affidavit, which you've indicated you thought Ms. Lewinsky
thought was, she was referring just to intercourse, he says to Judge Wright that it
meant absolutely no sex o f any kind in any manner, shape or form.
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Well, let me say this. I didn't have any discussion
obviously at this moment with Mr. Bennett. I'm not even sure I paid much attention
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to what he was saying. I was thinking, I was ready to get on with my testimony here
and they were having these constant discussions all through the deposition. But that
statement in the present tense, at least, is not inaccurate, if that's what Mr. Bennett
meant. That is, at the time that he said that, and for some time before, that would be a
completely accurate statement.
Now, I don't believe that he was - 1 don't know what he meant. You'd have to talk to
him, because I just wasn't involved in this, and I didn't pay much attention to what
was being said. I was just waiting for them to get back to me. So, I can't comment on,
or be held responsible for, whatever he said about that, I don't think.
Q: Well, if you - do you agree with me that if he mislead Judge Wright in some way
that you would have corrected the record and said, excuse me, Mr. Bennett, think the
Judge is getting a misimpression by what you're saying?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: Mr. Bennett was representing me. I wasn't representing
him. And I wasn't even paying much attention to this conversation, which is why,
when you started asking me about this, I asked to see the deposition, I was focusing
on my answers to the questions. And I've told you what I believe about this
deposition, which I believe to be true. And it's obvious, and I think by your questions
you have betrayed that the Jones lawyers' strategy in this case had nothing to do with
uncovering or proving sexual harassment.
By the time this discovery started, they knew they had a bad case on the law and
they knew what our evidence was. They knew they had a lousy case on the facts.
And so their strategy, since they were being funded by my political opponents, was
to have this dragnet o f discovery. They wanted to cover everybody. And they
convinced the Judge, because she gave them strict orders not to leak, that they should
be treated like other plaintiffs in other civil cases, and how could they ever know
whether there had been any sexual harassment, unless they first knew whether there
had been any sex.
And so, with that broad mandate limited by time and employment in the federal or
state government, they proceeded to cross the country and try to turn up whatever
they could; not because they thought it would help their case. By the time they did
this discovery, they knew what this deal was in their case, and they knew what was
going to happen. And Judge Wright subsequently threw it out. What they Q: With all respect, Mister PRESIDENT CLINTON: Now, let me finish, Mr. Bennett [sic]. I mean, you
brought this up. Excuse me, Mr. Bittman. What they wanted to do, and what they did
do, and what they had done by the time I showed up here, was to find any negative
information they could on me, whether it was true or not; get it in a deposition; and
then leak it, even though it was illegal to do so. It happened repeatedly. The Judge
gave them orders.
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One o f the reasons she was sitting in that deposition was because she was trying to
make sure that it didn't get out of hand. But that was their strategy, and they did a
good job o f it, and they got away with it. I've been subject to quite a lot of illegal
leaking, and they had a very determined deliberate strategy, because their real goal was
to hurt me. When they knew they couldn't win the lawsuit, they thought, well, maybe
we can pummel him. Maybe they thought I'd settle. Maybe they just thought they
would get some political advantage out of it. But that's what was going on here.
Now, I'm trying to be honest with you, and it hurts me. And I'm trying to tell you
the truth about what happened between Ms. Lewinsky and me. But that does not
change the fact that the real reason they were zeroing in on anybody was to try to get
any person in there, no matter how uninvolved with Paula Jones, no matter how
uninvolved with sexual harassment, so they could hurt me politically. That's what
was going on. Because by then, by this time, this thing had been going on a long time.
They knew what our evidence was. They knew what the law was in the circuit in
which we were bringing this case. And so they just thought they would take a
wrecking ball to me and see if they could do some damage....
BY MR. WISENBERG:
Q: Mr. President, I want to, before I go into a new subject area, briefly go over
something you were talking about with Mr. Bittman. The statement of your attorney,
Mr. Bennett, at Paula Jones deposition, "Counsel is fully aware" - it's page 54, line 5
- "Counsel is fully aware that Ms. Lewinsky has filed, has an affidavit which they are
in possession o f saying that there is absolutely no sex of any kind in any manner,
shape or form, with President Clinton". That statement is made by your attorney in
front Judge Susan Webber Wright, correct?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: That's correct.
Q: That statement is a completely false statement. Whether or not Mr. Bennett
knew o f your relationship with Ms. Lewinsky, the statement that there was "no sex
of any kind in any manner, shape or form, with President Clinton," was an utterly
false statement. Is that correct?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: It depends on what the meaning of the word "is" is. If the
- if he - if "is" means is and never has been that is not - that is one thing. If it means
there is none, that was a completely true statement. But, as I have testified, and I'd
like to testify again, this is —it is somewhat unusual for a client to be asked about his
lawyer's statements, instead o f the other way around. I was not paying a great deal of
attention to this exchange. I was focusing on my own testimony. And if you go back
and look at the sequence of this, you will see that the Jones lawyers decided that this
was going to be the Lewinsky deposition, not the Jones deposition. And, given the
facts o f their case, I can understand why they made that decision. But that is not how
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I prepared for it. That is not how I was thinking about it. And I am not sure, Mr.
Wisenberg, as I sit here today, that I sat there and followed all these interchanges
between the lawyers. I'm quite sure that I didn't follow all the interchanges between
the lawyers all that carefully. And I don't really believe, therefore, that I can say Mr.
Bennett's testimony or statement is testimony and is imputable to me. I didn't - 1
don't know that I was even paying that much attention to it....
Q: You are the President of the United States and your attorney tells a United States
District Court Judge that there is no sex of any kind, in any way, shape or form,
whatsoever. And you feel no obligation to do anything about that at that deposition,
Mr. President?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: I have told you, Mr. Wisenberg, I will tell you for a third
time. I am not even sure that when Mr. Bennett made that statement that I was
concentrating on the exact words he used. Now, if someone had asked me on that day,
are you having any kind o f sexual relations with Ms. Lewinsky, that is, asked me a
question in the present tense, I would have said no. And it would have been
completely true.
Q: Was Mr. Bennett aware of this tense-based distinction you are making now PRESIDENT CLINTON: I don't MR. KENDALL: I'm going to object to any questions about communications with
private counsel.
M R WISENBERG: Well, the witness has already testified, I think, that Mr. Bennett
didn't know about the inappropriate relationship with Ms. Lewinsky. I guess PRESIDENT CLINTON: Well, you'll have to ask him that, you know. He was not
a sworn witness and I was not paying that close attention to what he was saying, i've
told you that repeatedly. I was - 1 don't - 1 never even focused on that until I read it
in this transcript in preparation for this testimony. When I was in there, I didn't think
about my lawyers. I was, frankly, thinking about myself and my testimony and trying
to answer the questions.
Q: I just want to make sure I understand, Mr. President. Do you mean today that
because you were not engaging in sexual activity with Ms. Lewinsky during the
deposition that the statement of Mr. Bennett might be literally true?
PRESIDENT CLINTON: No, sir. I mean that at the time of the deposition, it had
been - that was well beyond any point of improper contact between me and Ms.
Lewinsky. So that anyone generally speaking in the present tense, saying there is not

an improper relationship, would be telling the truth if that person said there was not,
in the present tense; the present tense encompassing many months. That's what I
meant by that.
Not that I was - 1 wasn't trying to give you a cute answer, that I was obviously not
involved in anything improper during a deposition. I was trying to tell you that
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generally speaking in the present tense, if someone said that, that would be true. But I
don't know what Mr. Bennett had in his mind. I don't know. I didn't pay any
attention to this colloquy that went on. I was waiting for my instructions as a witness
to go forward I was worried about my own testimony.
V.v. Statement Five
President Clinton, Prayer Breakfast Speech
Friday, September 11,1998
Transcript provided by the Associated Press
Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to the White House and
to this day to which Hillary and the vice president and I look forward so much every
year.
This is always an important day for our country, for the reasons that the vice
president said. It is an unusual and, I think, unusually important day today. I may not
be quite as easy with my words today as I have been in years past, and I was up
rather late last night thinking about and praying about what I ought to say today. And
rather unusual for me, I actually tried to write it down. So if you will forgive me, I will
do my best to say what it is I want to say to you - and I may have to take my glasses
out to read my own writing.
First, I want to say to all of you that, as you might imagine, I have been on
quite a journey these last few weeks to get to the end of this, to the rock bottom truth
of where I am and where we all are. I agree with those who have said that in my first
statement after I testified I was not contrite enough. I don't think there is a fancy way
to say that I have sinned.
It is important to me that everybody who has been hurt know that the sorrow
I feel is genuine: first and most important, my family; also my friends, my staff, my
Cabinet, Monica Lewinsky and her family, and the American people. I have asked all
for their forgiveness.
But I believe that to be forgiven, more than sorrow is required - at least two
more things. First, genuine repentance - a determination to change and to repair
breaches of my own making. I have repented. Second, what my bible calls a "broken
spirit"; an understanding that I must have God's help to be the person that I want to

be; a willingness to give the very forgiveness I seek; a renunciation of the pride and the
anger which cloud judgment, lead people to excuse and compare and to blame and
complain.
Now, what does all this mean for me and for us? First, I will instruct my
lawyers to mount a vigorous defense, using all available appropriate arguments. But
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legal language must not obscure the fact that I have done wrong. Second, I will
continue on the path of repentance, seeking pastoral support and that of other caring
people so that they can hold me accountable for my own commitment.
Third, I will intensify my efforts to lead our country and the world toward
peace and freedom, prosperity and harmony, in the hope that with a broken spirit and
a still strong heart I can be used for greater good, for we have many blessings and
many challenges and so much work to do.
In this, I ask for your prayers and for your help in healing our nation. And
though I cannot move beyond or forget this - indeed, I must always keep it as a
caution light in my life - it is very important that our nation move forward.
I am very grateful for the many, many people - clergy and ordinary citizens
alike - who have written me with wise counsel. I am profoundly grateful for the
support o f so many Americans who somehow through it all seem to still know that I
care about them a great deal, that I care about their problems and their dreams. I am
grateful for those who have stood by me and who say that in this case and many
others, the bounds of presidency have been excessively and unwisely invaded. That
may be. Nevertheless, in this case, it may be a blessing, because I still sinned. And if
my repentance is genuine and sustained, and if I can maintain both a broken spirit and
a strong heart, then good can come of this for our country as well as for me and my
family.
The children o f this country can learn in a profound way that integrity is
important and selfishness is wrong, but God can change us and make us strong at the
broken places. I want to embody those lessons for the children of this country - for
that little boy in Florida who came up to me and said that he wanted to grow up and
be President and to be just like me. I want the parents of all the children in America to
be able to say that to their children.
A couple of days ago when I was in Florida a Jewish friend of mine gave me
this liturgy book called "Gates of Repentance." And there was this incredible passage
from the Yom Kippur liturgy. I would like to read it to you: "Now is the time for
turning. The leaves are beginning to turn from green to red to orange. The birds are
beginning to turn and are heading once more toward the south. The animals are
beginning to turn to storing their food for the winter. For leaves, birds and animals,
turning comes instinctively. But for us, turning does not come so easily. It takes an
act of will for us to make a turn. It means breaking old habits. It means admitting that
we have been wrong, and this is never easy. It means losing face. It means starting all
over again. And this is always painful. It means saying I am sorry. It means
recognizing that we have the ability to change. These things are terribly hard to do.
But unless we turn, we will be trapped forever in yesterday's ways. Lord
help us to turn, from callousness to sensitivity, from hostility to love, from pettiness
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to purpose, from envy to contentment, from carelessness to discipline, from fear to
faith. Turn us around, O Lord, and bring us back toward you. Revive our lives as at
the beginning, and turn us toward each other, Lord, for in isolation there is no life."
I thank my friend for that. I thank you for being here. I ask you to share my
prayer that God will search me and know my heart, try me and know my anxious
thoughts, see if there is any hurtfulness in me, and lead me toward the life everlasting.
I ask that God give me a clean heart, let me walk by faith and not sight.
I ask once again to be able to love my neighbor - all my neighbors - as my
self, to be an instrument of God's peace; to let the words of my mouth and the
meditations of my heart and, in the end, the work of my hands, be pleasing. This is
what I wanted to say to you today.
Thank you. God bless you.
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APPENDIX VI
Bernard Law’s Apologies
VI.i. Statement One
Cardinal Bernard Law
Press Conference, January 9, 2002
I wish to address the issue of sexual abuse of minors by clergy. At the outset,
I apologize once again to all those who have been sexually abused as minors by
priests. Today that apology is made in a special way with heartfelt sorrow to those
abused by John Geoghan.
There is no way for me to describe adequately the evil of such acts. All sexual
abuse is morally abhorrent. Sexual abuse of minors is particularly abhorrent. Such
abuse by clergy adds to the heinous nature of the act. It affects a victim's relationship
to the Church. A child's ability to trust is shattered by such abuse, and self-esteem is
damaged.
Today the issue o f sexual abuse is a matter of open and public discussion.
While this is often painful, it has allowed us to address the issue more directly. Only
in this way can all o f us be more alert to its dangers, protect potential victims,
respond more effectively to those who have been the victims o f abuse, and learn how
to deal more effectively with those responsible for such abuse.
Here in this archdiocese, I promulgated a policy to deal with sexual abuse of
minors by clergy. This went into effect on Jan. 15,1993. All priest personnel records
were reviewed in light of this policy. In those instances in which a charge of abuse had
not been processed earlier with the rigor of our present policy, the case was reopened,
and the policy followed.
I am aided in such cases by a priest-delegate and by an interdisciplinary review
board that examines each case and makes a recommendation to me. This review board
includes the mother of a victim, another parent, a clinical social worker, a clinical
psychologist, a psychotherapist, a retired justice of the Supreme Judicial Court, a
priest, a civil attorney and, usually, a canon lawyer.
While the response o f the Church understandably focuses on the removal of
the threat of future acts o f abuse, it is also concerned with providing psychological
and spiritual counsel to victims as well as assistance to parishes coping with such
incidents. Victims who come forward are offered confidential psychological counseling
and spiritual support. It is my desire that the Church be present in whatever way
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possible to all those who have suffered such abuse.
While our policy has been effective, we continue to refine our procedures.
Since our knowledge and experience in dealing with such cases have evolved both
within the Church and society as a whole, I want to be certain that our policy is as
effective as it might be. In August, I directed that our policy be reviewed. In
September, a panel of persons with special expertise began the review process. Except
for one priest, this panel consists of lay men and women. The work of this group has
nearly been completed. I anticipate that the revised policy will be promulgated and
made available within the next three to four weeks.
I wish we had had such a policy 50 years ago, or when I first came here as
archbishop. Cases were handled then in a manner that would not be acceptable
according to our present policy. I know of nothing that has caused me greater pain
than the recognition o f that fact.
I am announcing today a new archdiocesan policy that will mandate all clergy,
employees, and volunteers to report any allegations of abuse against a minor,
following the procedures set forth in the statutes of the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts. In particular, this mandated reporting would include any knowledge
of abuse learned by a priest outside of the sacrament of penance or through spiritual
counseling. In addition, a number of archdiocesan agencies are in the process of
developing and implementing a comprehensive child protection program, Keeping
Children Safe. These additions to our present policy will underscore our archdiocesan
commitment to a zero tolerance policy of abuse of minors by clergy.
The many acts that have been alleged against John Geoghan constitute a heart
rending pattern. These acts have been reported in some detail in recent media stories.
The horror o f these acts speaks for itself.
However much I regret having assigned him, it is important to recall that John
Geoghan was never assigned by me to a parish without psychiatric or medical
assessments indicating that such assignments were appropriate. It is also important to
state that it was I who removed him from parish ministry, that I then placed him on
retirement, and that I finally asked the Holy See to dismiss him from the priesthood
without possibility o f appeal, even though he had not requested laicization. This
extraordinary act of the Holy See went beyond the usual procedures for the laicization
of priests.
That some should criticize my earlier decisions I can easily understand. Before

God, however, it was not then, nor is it my intent now, to protect a priest accused of
misconduct against minors at the expense of those whom he is ordained to serve.
Judgments were made regarding the assignment of John Geoghan which, in
retrospect, were tragically incorrect. These judgments were, however, made in good
faith and in reliance upon psychiatric assessments and medical opinions that such

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

343

assignments were safe and reasonable.
With all my heart, I wish to apologize once again for the harm done to the
victims o f sexual abuse by priests. I do so in my own name, but also in the name of
my brother priests. These days are particularly painful for the victims o f John
Geoghan. My apology to them and their families, and particularly to those who were
abused in assignments which I made, comes from a grieving heart. I am indeed
profoundly sorry.
The trust that was broken in the lives of those suffering the effects of abuse is
a trust which was built upon the selfless lives of thousands of priests who have
served faithfully and well in this archdiocese throughout its history. One of the sad
consequences of these instances of abuse, a consequence which pales in comparison to
the harm done to these most innocent of victims, is that they have placed under a
cloud o f suspicion the faithful priests who serve the mission of the Church with
integrity.
I can only hope that victims and their families can take some heart from the
fact that not only the Church but society as a whole are responding more effectively
to this overwhelming tragedy.
For the Archdiocese o f Boston, I pledge a policy of zero tolerance for such
behavior. Any priest known to have sexually abused a minor simply will not function
as a priest in any way in this archdiocese.
Please pray for all those who have been victimized as minors by clergy, as
well as for their families. Pray that those responsible may come to conversion of heart
and self-awareness. Pray for the hundreds of faithful priests of this archdiocese who
bear with me the burden of a few.
Before God, we are trying to do the best we can. In your kindness, pray also
for me.
VI.ii. Statement Two
Cardinal Bernard Law
Press Conference, January 24, 2002
As you know, we've just concluded the third assembly of priests in this
archdiocese. . .
And I would say that the consensus was that it could not have come at a more
providential time. It was very, very good for us to be together. It was a positive time.
We dealt realistically with the sad events of the past, which bring you together here
today. We assessed the present, and we agreed in moving forward confidently to the
future. . .
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Let me just make a series of points that, from my perspective, help position
us moving forward.
I have acknowledged that, in retrospect, I know that I made mistakes in the
assignment o f priests.
I have said that I have come to see that our policy was flawed. The
fundamental flaw was the assumption that a psychological evaluation after treatment
could be relied upon to reassign a priest.
I have come to recognize that it is simply not appropriate to assign a priest
guilty o f such an act to a parish or to any other assignment. Our revised policy
reflects this conviction, as I have indicated before and repeat again: There is no priest
known to us to have been guilty of the sexual abuse of a minor holding any position in
this archdiocese.
I wish I could undo what I now see to have been mistakes. However, that is
not a possibility. What is possible is to apologize again to victims and their families
and also to leam from those mistakes as we plan for the future. And our policy
moving forward seeks to do that, and it is that policy which I was able to outline to
the priests yesterday, and it is that policy which I outline to you in some more detail
now.
I have made the decision that the archdiocese will report retroactively on
priest offenders. Obviously we want to do this in a way that respects the
confidentiality o f the victims.
Dr. Michael Collins, who is the president and CEO of Caritas Christi, is
representing me in convening a group of distinguished physicians and educators whom
I have asked to assist in developing a strategy for the protection o f all children from
sexual abuse. I will ask this group to consider four basic . . . questions:
First, the feasibility o f establishing an interdisciplinary center for the
prevention of sexual abuse o f children.
Secondly, I will ask this group to put forth the goals for such a center.
Thirdly, the objectives for reaching those goals.
And then, fourthly, I will ask this group of distinguished physicians and
educators to suggest the names of those most qualified who can move this project
forward.
There are several things that I would also ask this group to do, if not this
group itself then the group of people who they will suggest, as, if you will, a blue
[ribbon] panel national group of experts.
And I would ask them, first of all, to critique our present policy. We think it's
a good policy, but we want it critiqued nonetheless.
Secondly, to help us in enhancing our outreach to victims and to families.
Thirdly, to assist us in enhancing our outreach to parishes and schools most
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affected.
And then, fourthly, to help us enhance our spiritual care of all of those
affected.
This is a tall order and what I'm sharing with you now is the beginning o f a
process, the beginning o f a journey....
I indicated yesterday to the priests that the solution to this problem, as I see
it, does not include my resignation as archbishop. The relationship of the bishop to
his diocese is signified by the ring he wears, and you don't walk away when the
problem is difficult. That's when you need to be together.
Vl.iii. Third Statement
Text of Cardinal Bernard F. Law's open letter
Cardinal's residence
2101 Commonwealth Avenue Brighton, MA 02135
Jan. 26,2002
Dearly Beloved in Christ,
I write to you on what has become a major issue of public attention: the
manner in which the Archdiocese, and I in particular, have handled allegations of
sexual abuse o f children by priests.
In the terrible instances of sexual abuse, the Archdiocese of Boston has failed
to protect one o f our most precious gifts, our children. As Archbishop, it was and is
my responsibility to ensure that our parishes be safe havens for our children, places
where they can experience all that the Church is called to be.
In retrospect, I acknowledge that, albeit unintentionally I have failed in that
responsibility. The judgments which I made, while made in good faith, were tragically
wrong. Because o f this, some have called for my resignation. I do not believe that
submitting my resignation to the Holy Father is the answer to the terrible scourge of
sexual abuse o f children by priests. Rather, I intend to implement a comprehensive
and aggressive child protection program in order to better uncover and prevent the
sexual abuse o f children. This program will focus on our children. In going forward and
responding to this horrible reality, the number one priority of the Archdiocese and me
personally will be to ensure the safety of our children and to make every conceivable
effort to see that no more of our young people become the victims of such abuse. I am
committed to do all in my power to implement a policy of zero tolerance for the
sexual abuse o f children by priests or any agent of the Archdiocese.
Some o f these tragedies occurred on my watch, and I cannot and will not avoid
my responsibility to ensure the prevention of such tragedies in the future. As was
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announced on Thursday, the deans of the Medical Schools at Boston University,
Harvard, Tufts, and the University of Massachusetts, as well as the dean of the
Boston College School of Social Work have agreed to work with me. Together we will
plan our program (and) identify experts in a broad range of disciplines who are
nationally recognized in dealing with the issue of the sexual abuse of children, and who
are willing to serve as members of a blue ribbon committee. I will ask the members to
review and critique the manner in which the Archdiocese, on all levels, deals with the
problem o f sexual abuse of children. I will ask them to conduct their study as quickly
and as effectively as possible and then to make recommendations for a comprehensive
and aggressive child protection program to uncover and prevent any further abuse of
children.
It is my firm expectation that the sexual abuse prevention program to be
developed will contain written policies and procedures which will address, among
other things, the following:
Reporting Sexual Abuse: All priests, deacons, as well as all Archdiocesan
employees and volunteers, shall be obligated to report to me all complaints of sexual
abuse of children (learned in any forum other than in the Sacrament of Penance),
including allegations against any priest, former priest, or priest who is no longer in
active service, and I, in turn, shall forward those reports to appropriate public
authorities. Moreover, the names of any priest perpetrators of such abuse which are
in the records of the Archdiocese and which have never been turned over to public
authorities will immediately be conveyed to such authorities.
Detection and Deterrence of Sexual Abuse: With the help of experts, I will
review the present program of mandatory screening of applicants to the seminary
with a view to improving that process. All Archdiocesan personnel, including priests,
deacons, religious, seminarians, and lay staff will receive appropriate training about
sexual abuse, including early detection of conduct characteristic of both victims and
perpetrators of such abuse.
Education Regarding Sexual Abuse: The Archdiocese will create and implement
an educational program for parishes regarding sexual abuse and offer resources for
victims o f sexual abuse by priests or any agents of the Archdiocese. I have asked the
Director of our Catholic Schools Office, Sister Kathleen Carr, CSJ, to gather
educational experts of diverse backgrounds who will develop a curriculum which will
be a practical and effective resource for students, parents, teachers, and staff in our
parochial schools and religious education programs.
Continuing Pastoral Care for Victims and Their Families: The victims of sexual
abuse, and their families, are the ones who have been most directly and severely
affected. The Archdiocese and I personally want and need to offer our apology,
consolation, and support. I will make myself available to meet privately with those
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victims and their families who desire to do so. Dr. Joseph Doolin, Secretary for Social
Services, will assist me in gathering experts to suggest ways to enhance our provision
of psychiatric counseling and psychotherapy to all victims and their families, as well
as ways to offer enhanced counseling outreach to parishes and schools directly
impacted, and to all those who may have been affected. The Archdiocesan Office of
Spiritual Development will assist me in providing an appropriate program of spiritual
counseling for victims and their families.
The Legal Process for Victims of Sexual Abuse: The Archdiocese will strive to
eliminate the need for victims of sexual abuse to endure protracted and painful
litigation. We are committed to resolving cases expeditiously, fairly, and equitably. At
the same time, I can assure you that no monies from parish collections, the Cardinal's
Appeal, the Promise for Tomorrow Capital Campaign, or any other donated funds,
unless specifically designated for this purpose, have been or will be used to resolve
such cases.
The terrible tragedy of sexual abuse of children by priests has caused deep
pain and profound suffering. Most traumatically and severely impacted have been the
victims and their families. The failure of the Archdiocese to protect one of God's
greatest gifts to us, our children, has been devastating. Trust in the Church has been
shattered in many cases. With God's help we must strive to restore that trust.
In a profound manner, although it pales in comparison to what has been
endured by victims and their families, all of the faithful have suffered. Faith has been
shaken and relationships o f affection and trust between the faithful and clergy have
been frayed in some cases. Considerable effort must and will be expended to repair the
breakdown in trust and confidence which the faithful properly expect to have in the
Church and her ministers.
Considerable damage has also been done to the hundreds of priests of this
Archdiocese who, on a daily basis, offer humble, generous, faithful, and loving service
to their people. These good and holy priests have been deeply wounded by the
reprehensible actions o f some of their number who sexually abused children, as well as
by an Archdiocesan response to such tragic incidents which, in retrospect, was flawed
and deficient. The relationship between a bishop and his diocese, in our case between
me and this Archdiocese, is a sacred and serious one. It seeks to reflect the
relationship between Christ and the Church in much the same way as the Sacrament
of Matrimony does. The Bishop's ring, like the wedding ring, symbolizes the
commitment and love of the bishop to the faithful of his diocese.
My acknowledgment, in retrospect, that the response of the Archdiocese and
me personally to the grave evil of the sexual abuse of children by priests was flawed
and inadequate has contributed to this profoundly difficult moment in the life o f this
Archdiocese, and has affected the relationship between us.
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With humble sorrow and hopeful faith, I turn to our loving God and to you,
the faithful o f this Archdiocese, and seek your forgiveness and support. With all my
heart, with every fiber of my being, I pledge to you that I am committed to protect
our children and restore the relationship of trust on which the faith life of this
Archdiocese is founded. I humbly beg your prayers and support as together, with
God's help, we try to work through this difficult and challenging situation.
I wish to underscore, once again, my commitment to do all in my power to
implement and ensure a policy of zero tolerance for the sexual abuse of children by
priests or any agents of the Archdiocese.
May our resolve help to console and reassure victims and their families, and
may God's blessing be with them. May God grant His peace to all of us who struggle
with this issue. May God bless our efforts as we move forward.
Devotedly yours in Christ,
Bernard Cardinal Law
Archbishop o f Boston
Vl.iv. Fourth Statement
Bernard Law
Open letter to priests o f the Boston Archdiocese
April 12,2002
My dear brother priests,
The expression of support and the assurance of prayer which have come from
so many of you in recent weeks have been, for me, a source of strength and
consolation. Please know of my esteem for you and my deep appreciation for your
faithful priestly ministry in a most challenging time for us all, and my constant
prayers for you and those whom you serve. If ever there were a time when the unity
in ministry which is ours through ordination should be evident, it is now. I cherish
that communion as a great grace.
The case o f Father Paul Shanley is particularly troubling for us. For me
personally, it has brought home with painful clarity how inadequate our record
keeping has been. A continual institutional memory concerning allegations and cases
o f abuse of children was lacking. Trying to learn from the handling of this and other
cases, I am committed to ensure that our records are kept in a way that those who
deal with clergy personnel in the future will have the benefit of a full, accurate, and
easily accessible institutional memory.
Like many o f you, I have had the moving and painful experience of meetings
with those who have been abused as children as well as with their parents, spouses,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

349

and other family members. The unbelievable horror of these accounts can only dimly
reflect the awful and often on-going pain of the reality. Each of these encounters
makes me more determined than ever to do all in my power to ensure, as far as is
humanly possible, that no child is ever abused again by a priest in this Archdiocese.
Obviously, the best of policies cannot provide an infallible assurance. We can,
however, learn from our experience, the experience of others, and from our mistakes in
formulating the best of policies.
Looking back, I see that we were too focused on the individual components of
each case, when we should have been more focused on the protection of children. This
would have changed our emphasis on secrecy as a part of legal settlements. While this
focus was inspired by a desire to protect the privacy of the victim, to avoid scandal to
the faithful, and to preserve the reputation of the priest, we now realize both within
the Church and in society at large that secrecy often inhibits healing and places others
at risk.
There was a time many years ago when instances of sexual abuse of children
were viewed almost exclusively as moral failures. A spiritual and ascetical remedy,
therefore, was deemed sufficient. While the moral aspect of such cases is always
present, these cases cannot be reduced only to a moral component.
In more recent years, which would certainly include my tenure as Archbishop,
there has been a general recognition that such cases reflect a psychological and
emotional pathology. It has been this recognition which has inspired our reliance on
medical professionals. I remember so clearly the insistence made by my seminary
professors that our seminary education did not constitute us as psychologists, and we
were warned not to assume a competence we did not possess. The medical profession
itself has evolved in the understandings and treatment of this pathology, or perhaps,
more accurately, "pathologies," and we are able gratefully to benefit from that
increased knowledge.
There is a third dimension to these cases and it is their criminal nature. In an
effort to give a pastoral response, we have not taken into sufficient account the
criminality involved in abuse. In a desire to encourage victims who might not desire to
enter a criminal process to come forward to us, we did not communicate cases to
public authorities. While our reason for not doing so seemed reasonable, I am
convinced it was not adequate. Public authorities have the obligation not only to
prosecute but also to defend the public from harm. It is for these reasons that we have
pledged to report all allegations going forward, and have provided the names o f all
priests against whom a credible allegation had been made, going back 53 years.
We have now, I believe, in proper balance the three dimensions: the moral, the
pathological and the criminal.
There is much more all of us need to learn about this pathology so that we can
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protect children. I am pledged to do all in my power to provide the most effective
educational materials for all in the Church: clergy, pastoral staffs, teachers, children,
parents and the faithful in general.
As long as I am your Archbishop, I am determined to provide the strongest
leadership possible in this area. I know that there are many who believe my
resignation is part o f the solution. It distresses me greatly to have become a lightning
rod of division when mine should be a ministry of unity. My desire is to serve this
Archdiocese and the whole Church with every fiber of my being. This I will continue
to do as long as God gives me the opportunity.
I depend more than ever on your prayers and support in these days so trying
to us all.
With warm personal regards, and asking God to bless you and those whom
you serve, I am
Sincerely yours in Christ,
Bernard Cardinal Law
Archbishop of Boston
VI.v. Fifth Statement
Bernard Law
Open letter to the Archdiocese of Boston
Pentecost, May 19, 2002
Dearly Beloved in Christ,
Today is Pentecost. With all my heart I pray that the Church in Boston might
be given new life by a fresh outpouring of the Spirit's gifts. I would first like to thank
you for maintaining your faith despite what you are seeing and reading about the
current situation facing the Catholic Church. Difficult times come for each of us in
different ways, and we need to draw on our faith in prayer in order to face these
difficulties.
All of us are burdened by the seemingly never ending repercussions of the
sexual abuse o f children by clergy. The scandalous and painful details which have
emerged sear our hearts. The harm done to victims and their families is overwhelming.
Bewilderment has given rise to anger and distrust. In the process, my credibility has

been publicly questioned and I have become for some an object o f contempt. I
understand how this is so, and I am profoundly sorry that the inadequacy of past
policies and flaws in past decisions have contributed to this situation. I wish I could
undo the hurt and harm.
As a result o f civil suits in process and the various depositions being taken,
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many documents are currently in the public domain. It often appears that these cases
are being tried in the press during this discovery period rather than being more
appropriately tried later in court. Because only selected passages of many documents
have been made public, I would like to give again an account of my stewardship in
handling these cases.
Since becoming Archbishop in March of 1984,1 have viewed such acts as the
result o f a psychological pathology. In dealing with such cases, my colleagues and I
have been aided by the insights and recommendations of those with a medical
competence which we did not have. Furthermore, since 1993 every case has also been
examined by a review board consisting mainly of lay persons with a variety of
backgrounds that would ensure that theirs be an informed counsel as to how to deal
with the particular case before them.
In 1993, as you know, an Archdiocesan written policy for dealing with such
cases was formulated on the basis of our past experience, our review of other diocesan
policies, and on consultation. After this policy was promulgated, I directed that all
past cases of allegations against priests be reviewed in accord with the new policy.
The 1993 policy did not mandate reporting to public authorities because it
was felt that doing so would inhibit some victims from coming forward. It was our
judgment at the time that such reporting was more appropriately the victim's choice.
As you know, our current policy is that any allegation is immediately reported to the
proper public authority. Furthermore, we have brought forward the names of all living
priests known to us against whom credible allegations of sexual abuse of minors have
been made.
Another major change in policy which I introduced at the beginning of this
year is that no priest against whom a credible allegation has been made may hold any
Church assignment whatsoever. That policy has been implemented, and I
recommended a similar policy during the Cardinal's meeting in Rome last month.
Given the horrible details that have been reported concerning it, the case of
Father Paul Shanley has been particularly disturbing. I, too, am profoundly disturbed
by these details, and wish to share some facts concerning this case. When I arrived in
Boston in 1984,1 assumed that priests in place had been appropriately appointed. It
did not enter into my mind to second-guess my predecessors, and it simply was not
in the culture o f the day to function otherwise. Despite the quantity of documents
released and statements on the part of some indicating they believe otherwise, before
God I assure you that my first knowledge of an allegation of sexual abuse against this
priest was in 1993. It was immediately acted upon, and the authorization for him to
serve as a priest in California was rescinded. I was not aware until these recent
months of the allegations against him from as early as 1966.
In 1990, when Fr. Shanley left Boston, it was at his request that he was given
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a sick leave. It had nothing to do with an issue of sexual abuse. The attestation that he
was a priest in good standing at the time was in accord with the facts as I knew them
then. In addition, it has been reported that someone alleges I was informed after a
Mass in 1984 that Father Shanley had molested a child. I have absolutely no memory
of such a conversation, and those who have worked most closely with me can attest
that such a report would have been acted upon.
There is no record of that having happened, and furthermore, I had no
suspicion about Fr. Shanley concerning this in the ensuing years. The 1993 allegation
was my first knowledge. I wish I had known in 1984, and I wish I had been aware of
the 1966 report. It is only possible to act based on what is known, however.
I am certain that as time goes on, fresh revelations concerning cases will
necessitate some explanation on the part of the Archdiocese. Never, however, has
there been an intent to put children at risk. The fact that I have introduced radical
policy changes indicates that deficiencies existed in the way we handled these cases in
the past. Mistakes have also been made when facts which should have been before me
were not. I often have made decisions based on the best information available to me at
the time, only to find that new details later became available which some may argue I
should have had previously. Obviously, I wish that I had been aware of all pertinent
facts before making any past decisions. During the past five months and continuing
into the present our records have been and are being reviewed to ensure that all
pertinent facts are available. It goes without saying that the Archdiocese is fully
cooperative with the Attorney General, the District Attorneys, and the Department
of Social Services.
On last Friday, I was briefed by the Commission assisting me in developing a
revised policy and programs to ensure that the protection of children be our first
priority in dealing with this issue as we go forward. I am most grateful to the
Commission members for the progress they are making toward preparing final
recommendations, and I am supportive of their suggestions regarding an enhanced role
for the laity. Their work will be of invaluable help as we move forward. However
difficult these past months have been, the fact that this issue is being dealt with in a
far more effective way than before is most comforting.
Today is Pentecost. When the Holy Spirit came upon the early Church
gathered in prayer in the Upper Room, the Church was transformed. On Pentecost
Sunday in the many upper rooms of this Archdiocese we gathered around our altars in
prayer. We who are the Church were gathered in that greatest expression of prayer
which is the Eucharistic Sacrifice.
Pentecost is pre-eminently the feast of the Church. We stand, as the
Archdiocese o f Boston, in desperate need of the Holy Spirit's gifts. The work we
must do together is being hampered by the division which bewilderment, hurt, distrust
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and anger have sown. We are the Church. That "We" must never be understood in an
exclusive sense, however. It is not just "We the Laity," or "We the Hierarchy," or "We
the Clergy," or "We the Religious," or "We the Prophetic Voice." It is all of us
together.
In the Third Eucharistic Prayer, after the words of Institution, the celebrant
prays: "Grant that we, who are nourished by his body and blood, may be filled with
his Holy Spirit, and become one body, one spirit in Christ.". That is my prayer as I
write these words to you.
May our novena to the Holy Spirit conclude with our hearts open to receive a
fresh outpouring of the Spirit's gifts. May the Spirit "fill every member of the Church
with holiness so that, working together as the Body of Christ, we might be built up in
faith, hope and love in order to proclaim the Gospel with joy.".
Please know o f my constant prayer for each of you who with me are this
Archdiocese. In your kindness and in virtue of the unique communion that is ours,
please pray also for me and for all of the priests who selflessly serve the Church with
dedication and integrity.
Devotedly yours in Christ,
Bernard Cardinal Law
Archbishop o f Boston
VI.vi. Statement Six
Bernard F. Law
Remarks at Mass, Cathedral of the Holy Cross
November 3,2002
Earlier this week, I was privileged and blessed to meet with a truly inspiring
group of people who had been sexually abused as children by a priest. They had
invited me to join them and their family members and friends who gathered with them
as they continued their own efforts to deal with the devastating effects of the abuse
they endured.
That meeting, although difficult and painful at times, was truly an occasion of
grace for me and, I hope and pray, for all of those with whom I gathered.
It was suggested during our time together that it would be good for me to
address, more publicly and frequently, a number of issues which came up in the
course of our time together. After all, there are many other people who have been
abused by other priests. I told them that I would be willing to do just that.
What follows now is a sincere attempt to honor the spirit of our meeting. I am
indeed indebted to all o f those who contributed so much by their presence, words and
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actions earlier this week.
It almost seems like an eternity away, yet it was in January of this year that
the crisis o f sexual abuse of children by clergy began to dominate our consciousness.
Ten months later, I stand before you with a far deeper awareness of this terrible evil
than I had at that time.
No one who has not experienced sexual abuse as a child can fully comprehend
the devastating effects of this horrible sin. Nor is it possible for someone else to
comprehend the degree of pain, of confusion, of self doubt, and o f anger that a mother
or father feels with the knowledge that her child, that his child, has been sexually
abused by a priest. Who can know the burden of a wife or husband of someone who
was abused as a child?
I do not pretend to fully comprehend the devastating consequences of the
sexual abuse of children. Over these past 10 months, however, I have been focused in
a singular way on this evil and on what it has done to the lives of so many.
As I have listened personally to the stories of men and women who have
endured such abuse, I have learned that some of these consequences include lifelong
struggles with alcohol and drug abuse, depression, difficulty in maintaining
relationships, and, sadly, even suicide.
It is impossible to think of an act of sexual abuse of a child in isolation. There
is inevitably a ripple effect from this evil act which spreads out and touches the lives
of all of us.
Clearly, these evil acts have touched our life together as an Archdiocese. Our
relationships have been damaged. Trust has been broken.
When I was a young man I was profoundly influenced by different priests.
They represented all that was good to me. During my high school years, Father Mark
Knoll, a Redemptorist priest, was a great mentor. During my college years, Bishop
Lawrence J. Riley and Father Joseph Collins made a lasting impact upon my life. Like
countless others, I placed great trust in them.
One o f the insidious consequences of the sexual abuse of a child by a priest is
the rupturing o f that sacred trust. For some victim-survivors, not only is it difficult to
trust priests again, but the Church herself is mistrusted. Many victim-survivors and
their family members find it impossible to continue to live out their lives as Catholics,
or even to enter a Catholic church building.
Once again I want to acknowledge publicly my responsibility for decisions
which I now see were clearly wrong.

While I would hope that it would be understood that I never intended to place
a priest in a position where I felt he would be a risk to children, the fact of the matter
remains that I did assign priests who had committed sexual abuse.
Our policy does not allow this now, and I am convinced that this is the only
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correct policy. Yet in the past, however well intentioned, I made assignments which I
now recognize were wrong. With all my heart I apologize for this, once again.
Apology in and o f itself is not sufficient. I hope that the efforts that have
already been made and which are in process in this Archdiocese to insure the
protection of children as we move forward will serve as a motive to accept my
apology.
Today, however, I would also ask forgiveness. I address myself to all the
faithful. Particularly do I ask forgiveness of those who have been abused, and of their
parents and other family members.
I acknowledge my own responsibility for decisions which led to intense
suffering. While that suffering was never intended, it could have been avoided had I
acted differently. I see this now with a clarity that has been heightened through the
experience of these past 10 months.
I ask forgiveness in my name and in the name of those who served before me.
We turn first to God for the forgiveness we need. We must, however, also beg
forgiveness of one another.
The dynamics o f the evil of sexual abuse of children are very complex, and can
often generate deep shame within those who have been abused.
There are times, strangely enough, when those who have been abused wonder
whether they themselves were to blame, and there are times when their parents are
plagued with self doubt about the manner in which they exercised their own parental
responsibilities. I would want to say a word to such survivors and to such parents.
Realize that the sexual abuse of a child by an adult is always an act of
exploitation. When the abuser is a priest, it is a profound violation of a sacred trust. In
order to experience healing from the pain and all the sad consequences of such abuse,
it is necessary to recognize that the blame lies with the perpetrator.
For us as a community of faith, forgiveness is always seen in the context of
the forgiving, reconciling love of God made manifest by the cross of Christ. Christ
draws us to Himself and draws us closer to one another. For whatever wrong we have
done we turn to God for forgiveness, even as we extend forgiveness to one another.
The forgiving love o f God gives me the courage to beg forgiveness o f those
who have suffered because of what I did. As I beg your forgiveness, I pledge my
unyielding efforts to insure that this never happens again.
Finally, once again I urge all those who live with the awful secret of sexual
abuse by clergy or by anyone else to come forward so that you may begin to
experience healing. The resources of the Archdiocese through the Office of Healing
and Assistance Ministry are available to you. Obviously, anyone with knowledge
about past abuse should make this information available to appropriate public
authorities. No one is helped by keeping such things secret. The secret of sexual abuse
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needs to be brought out of the darkness and into the healing light o f Jesus Christ.
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